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PREFACE  TO  THE 
FOURTH  EDITION 


It  is  now  fourteen  years  since  Preface  to  Critical  Reading  was  first 
published,  and  its  continuing  acceptance  suggests  that  it  still  has  a 
useful  role  to  play  in  American  college  education. 

In  this  newly  revised  edition,  I  have  tried  to  give  the  book  both 
added  strength  and  added  flexibility.  As  in  preceding  editions,  “dated” 
material  has  been  replaced  by  fresh;  but  many  illustrations  and  exer¬ 
cises  have  been  retained  from  earlier  editions  when  it  has  been  evi¬ 
dent  that  they  continue  to  serve  the  purpose  for  which  they  were 
originally  intended. 

Chapter  Three,  on  “Patterns  of  Clear  Thinking,”  has  been  thor¬ 
oughly  revised  in  the  light  of  suggestions  offered  by  professional 
logicians.  Every  effort,  however,  has  been  made  to  keep  the  chapter 
as  simple  as  is  desirable  in  a  freshman  composition  course,  even  at  the 
risk  of  oversimplifying  complex  matters. 

In  response  to  many  teachers'  urging,  the  book  has  been  slajited 
more  definitely  toward  the  improvement  of  students'  writing.  The 
intimate  relationship  between  critical  reading  and  effective  writing, 
hitherto  left  more  or  less  implicit,  is  now  specifically  defined  and 
analyzed.  In  particular,  numerous  exercises  that  require  the  actual 
composition  of  paragraphs  and  essays  have  been  included.  In  some 
exercises,  the  student  is  led  to  apply  the  subject  matter  of  the  preced¬ 
ing  text— for  example,  the  function  of  connotation  or  the  importance 
of  estimating  readers'  capabilities  and  expectations— to  his  own  writ¬ 
ing.  Other  exercises  are  designed  to  encourage  in  the  student  a  deeper 
awareness  of  the  practical  problems  of  language  by  asking  him  to 
comment  on  quoted  material  that  deals  directly  with  these  topics. 

The  total  number  of  exercises  in  the  book  has  been  substantially 
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increased.  In  addition  to  those  calling  for  some  writing,  there  are,  as 
before,  many  which  are  designed  for  informal  class  discussion.  Some 
of  these  can  be  covered  quickly,  while  others,  if  used  in  their  entirety, 
may  require  a  whole  class  hour.  Still  others  may  be  saved  for  quizzes. 
The  variety  of  exercises,  some  of  which  are  designed  to  approach  the 
same  subject  from  different  angles  or  on  different  levels  of  difficulty, 
will  enable  the  instructor  to  adapt  the  book  to  the  special  needs  of 
each  class  and  to  the  available  time.  Obviously  not  every  exercise  is 
suited  to  a  particular  class  or  to  the  aims  of  a  particular  teacher,  but 
since  this  book  is  used  in  courses  enrolling  students  with  a  great  range 
of  preparation  and  ability,  it  has  been  thought  desirable  to  make  it 
as  flexible  as  possible. 

From  the  beginning  of  its  career,  the  book  has  been  meant  to 
be  experimented  with.  Teachers  may  choose  just  as  much  or  as  little 
as  they  wish  from  each  exercise;  they  may  omit  some  exercises  or 
topics  completely;  and  they  may  constantly  modify  the  assignments 
and  devise  new  topics  as  the  needs  and  interests  of  the  class  suggest. 
Nor  is  the  order  of  the  chapters  sacrosanct.  Some  teachers  prefer  to 
begin  with  Chapter  Three  and  then  to  turn  to  the  chapters  on  lan¬ 
guage.  There  is  no  “best”  method  of  teaching  the  book,  which  has 
been  designed,  indeed,  to  give  the  individual  teacher  the  greatest  pos¬ 
sible  scope  for  his  own  innovations  and  experiments. 

The  sources  of  all  quotations  are  listed  in  the  back  of  the  book, 
except  for  those  few  passages  whose  copyright  owners  have  requested 
acknowledgment  on  the  same  page  as  the  quotation  itself.  Once  more 
it  is  a  pleasure  to  thank  the  companies  which  have  consented  to  my 
reproducing  their  advertisements,  as  well  as  the  owners  of  other  copy¬ 
right  material  who  have  given  their  permission  to  quote. 

I  am  indebted  to  numerous  correspondents  who  have  suggested 
improvements  in  the  light  of  their  own  experience  in  teaching  the 
book,  and  most  of  all  to  several  colleagues,  who  have  subjected  the 
manuscript  of  this  revision  to  refreshingly  ruthless  scrutiny.  The  result, 
I  am  confident,  is  a  better  book  than  I  could  have  produced  unaided. 

R.D.A. 

Columbus ,  Ohio 
April  29,  1960 
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If  we  think  of  it ,  all  that  a  University ,  or  final  highest  School 
can  do  for  us,  is  still  but  what  the  Erst  School  began 
doing, — teach  us  to  read. 

— carlyle:  “The  Hero  as 
Man  of  Letters/' 


first  question  :  Is  this  true? 
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TFhis  book  is  meant  to  help  you  learn  to  read. 

Of  course,  everybody  knows  how  to  read— in  one  sense.  People 
read  constantly— newspapers,  novels,  textbooks,  Life,  printed  captions 
and  slogans  on  television,  advertising  cards  on  buses.  And  in  general 
they  know  what  is  being  said.  They  can  report  to  someone  else  the 
gist  of  a  passage  of  writing. 

But  reading  is  much  more  than  this.  Let's  take  two  examples 
to  show  what  we  mean  and  to  provide  a  foretaste  of  the  kind  of 
thing  we  shall  be  doing  throughout  this  book.  First,  here  is  a  short 
speech.  Read  it  once  at  your  normal  speed;  then  read  it  again,  more 
slowly,  pausing  to  decide  just  what  each  sentence  says.  What  are  the 
speaker's  ideas?  What  are  his  purposes  in  communicating  them?  How 
plainly  and  effectively  does  he  present  them?  Before  what  sort  of 
audience  might  the  speech  be  delivered?  What  does  the  whole  speech 
add  up  to? 

Mr.  Chairman,  Ladies  and  Gentlemen: 

It  is  indeed  a  great  and  undeserved  privilege  to  address  such  an 
audience  as  I  see  before  me.  At  no  previous  time  in  the  history  of  human 
civilization  have  greater  problems  confronted  and  challenged  the  ingenuity 
of  man's  intellect  than  now.  Let  us  look  around  us.  What  do  we  see  on 
the  horizon?  What  forces  are  at  work?  Whither  are  we  drifting?  Under 
what  mist  of  clouds  does  the  future  stand  obscured? 

My  friends,  casting  aside  the  raiment  of  all  human  speech,  the  crucial 
test  for  the  solution  of  all  these  intricate  problems  to  which  I  have  just 
alluded  is  the  sheer  and  forceful  application  of  those  immutable  laws 
which  down  the  corridor  of  Time  have  always  guided  the  hand  of  man, 
groping,  as  it  were,  for  some  faint  beacon  light  for  his  hopes  and  aspira¬ 
tions.  Without  these  great  vital  principles  we  are  but  puppets  responding 
to  whim  and  fancy,  failing  entirely  to  grasp  the  hidden  meaning  of  it  all. 
We  must  readdress  ourselves  to  these  questions  which  press  for  answer 
and  solution.  The  issues  cannot  be  avoided.  There  they  stand.  It  is  upon 
you,  and  you,  and  yet  even  upon  me,  that  the  yoke  of  responsibility  falls. 
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What,  then,  is  our  duty?  Shall  we  continue  to  drift?  No!  With  all 
the  emphasis  of  my  being  I  hurl  back  the  message  No!  Drifting  must 
stop.  We  must  press  onward  and  upward  toward  the  ultimate  goal  to 
which  all  must  aspire. 

But  I  cannot  conclude  my  remarks,  dear  friends,  without  touching 
briefly  upon  a  subject  which  I  know  is  steeped  in  your  very  consciousness. 
I  refer  to  that  spirit  which  gleams  from  the  eyes  of  a  new-born  babe,  that 
animates  the  toiling  masses,  that  sways  all  the  hosts  of  humanity  past  and 
present.  Without  this  energizing  principle  all  commerce,  trade  and  indus¬ 
try  are  hushed  and  will  perish  from  this  earth  as  surely  as  the  crimson 
sunset  follows  the  golden  sunshine. 

Mark  you,  I  do  not  seek  to  unduly  alarm  or  distress  the  mothers, 
fathers,  sons  and  daughters  gathered  before  me  in  this  vast  assemblage, 
but  I  would  indeed  be  recreant  to  a  high  resolve  which  I  made  as  a  youth 
if  I  did  not  at  this  time  and  in  this  place,  and  with  the  full  realizing  sense 
of  responsibility  which  I  assume,  publicly  declare  and  affirm  my  dedication 
and  my  consecration  to  the  eternal  principles  and  receipts  of  simple, 
ordinary,  commonplace  justice. 

If,  after  having  carefully  read  and  reread  this  speech,  you  haven't 
got  much  out  of  it,  we  don't  blame  you.  It  is  a  blast  of  hot  air.  The 
only  positive  point  the  speaker  makes  is  that  he  is  in  favor  of  justice, 
which  is  not  surprising,  since  practically  everybody  is  in  favor  of  jus¬ 
tice,  just  as  practically  everybody  is  against  sin. 

But  the  speech  as  a  whole  isn't  about  justice.  In  fact,  it  isn’t  about 
anything.  It  opens  (Paragraph  1,  Sentence  2)  with  a  platitude— a 
statement  of  the  obvious  couched  in  worn-out  language.  Then  it  asks 
a  series  of  questions  to  which  we  might  reasonably  expect  to  get  the 
answers  before  the  speaker  finishes.  We  never  get  them.  Nor  do  we 
ever  find  out  what  is  meant,  in  Paragraph  2,  by  “all  these  intricate 
problems,"  “those  immutable  laws,"  “these  great  vital  principles," 
“these  questions  which  press  for  answer  and  solution,"  “the  issues." 
“We"  (who?)  are  said  to  be  “drifting,"  but  we  must  keep  working 
toward  “the  ultimate  goal"  (what?).  A  “spirit"  is  mentioned  in  Para¬ 
graph  4;  it  is  also  an  “energizing  principle."  But  again— to  what  does 
the  speaker  refer? 

The  most  evident  quality  of  the  speech,  looked  at  in  this  way,  is 
that  it  is  composed  of  five  paragraphs  of  high-sounding  but  empty 
language.  The  unwary  might  jump  to  the  conclusion  that  the  speaker 
is  a  deep  thinker,  uttering  immortal  truths— but  that  is  only  because 
his  words  are  chosen  to  give  that  impression.  Actually,  the  speech  is 
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like  a  soap  bubble  that  a  child  blows.  It  gives  off  pretty  colors,  for 
the  moment;  its  words  (for  example,  "mist  of  clouds/'  "faint  beacon 
light,"  "that  spirit  which  gleams  from  the  eyes  of  a  new-born  babe," 
"the  crimson  sunset,"  "the  golden  sunshine")  please  us,  just  because 
we  are  accustomed  to  react  in  certain  ways  to  such  language.  But 
when  we  prick  the  bubble  with  our  critical  intelligence,  its  substance 
proves  so  frail  that  it  simply  vanishes. 

Look  at  the  first  sentence  in  Paragraph  2.  Analyze  it  logically, 
word  by  word.  If  we  take  "casting  aside  the  raiment  of  all  human 
speech"  at  its  face  value,  we  have  to  assume  that  the  speaker  is 
no  longer  going  to  use  "human  speech."  What,  we  may  ask,  does 
he  plan  to  use  instead?  What  is  meant  by  "the  crucial  test  for  the 
solution  of  all  these  intricate  problems"  to  which  he  says  he  has  "just 
alluded"  (but  he  hasn't)?  What  sort  of  picture  is  evoked  by  the 
hand  of  man  groping  for  a  beacon  light? 

We  could  say  much  more  about  this  pompous  speech.  It  is 
filled  with  trite  phrases  ("a  great  and  undeserved  privilege,"  "the 
corridor  of  Time,"  "the  yoke  of  responsibility,"  "onward  and  upward," 
"the  toiling  masses,"  "this  vast  assemblage").  It  employs  a  variety  of 
cheap  oratorical  tricks  ("dear  friends,"  "with  all  the  emphasis  of  my 
being  I  hurl  back  the  message  No/").  It  uses  both  short  sentences 
(Paragraph  3)  and  a  long  one  (Paragraph  5)  to  produce  a  desired 
effect  upon  the  audience.  But  since  these  first  pages  are  intended 
simply  as  a  preview  and  we  shall  go  into  such  matters  more  thoroughly 
in  the  chapters  to  follow,  we  shall  not  pause  here  for  further  analysis. 
We  have  not  answered  all  the  questions  we  raised  before  quoting 
the  speech,  but  answering  the  remaining  ones  for  yourself  can  give 
you  a  little  preliminary  practice  in  the  techniques  you  will  learn  as 
you  progress  through  this  book. 

The  vital  point  of  what  we  have  done,  however,  is  this:  By 
keeping  a  few  pertinent  questions  in  mind  as  you  read,  you  can  strip 
away  the  pretensions  of  deliberately  vague  and  "impressive"  language 
and  discover  that,  as  in  the  case  of  this  speech,  what  you  are  reading 
is  as  worthless  as  a  three-dollar  bill. 

Having  seen  how  critical  reading  can  expose  emptiness,  if  not 
actual  deceit,  let  us  now  turn  to  the  positive,  constructive  use  of 
the  same  techniques.  Here  is  part  of  a  review  of  a  movie.  The  reviewer 
has  said  that  the  film  lasted  114  minutes.  Then  he  goes  on: 
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A  hundred  and  fourteen  minutes  is  damn  near  two  hours.  You  can  fly 
from  here  [New  York]  to  Cleveland  in  a  hundred  and  fourteen  minutes. 
Roger  Bannister  can  run  twenty-eight  miles  in  a  hundred  and  fourteen 
minutes.  In  a  hundred  and  fourteen  minutes,  you  can  get  from  here  to 
Forest  Hills  on  the  Long  Island  Rail  Road.  But  a  hundred  and  fourteen 
minutes  of  “King  Richard  and  the  Crusaders”  got  me  exactly  nowhere. 

What  do  these  five  short  sentences,  written  by  a  talented  jour¬ 
nalist,  accomplish?  It  takes  close,  thoughtful  reading  to  get  his  full 
message  and  appreciate  his  true  intention.  He  begins  with  the  indis¬ 
putable  statement  that  114  minutes  is  almost  two  hours.  What  can 
be  done  in  114  minutes?  Well,  you  can  fly  from  New  York  to  Cleve¬ 
land.  That,  too,  is  indisputable.  So  far,  we  are  dealing  with  sober  fact. 
Then  our  writer  continues:  Roger  Bannister  (the  British  athlete  who 
was  the  first  to  run  a  mile  in  less  than  four  minutes)  can  spend  114 
minutes  in  running  twenty-eight  miles.  At  this  point  the  alert  reader 
does  a  double  take:  What  was  that  last  statement?  A  man  who  can 
run  a  mile  in  less  than  four  minutes  can  run  twenty-eight  miles  in  114 
minutes.  Theoretically,  yes;  actually,  no.  Bannister  would  have  to  be 
.a  superman  indeed  to  keep  up  his  record-breaking  pace  for  almost 
two  hours!  The  reviewer  knew  very  well  that  his  statement  was  ab¬ 
surd,  but  the  absurdity,  as  we  shall  see,  was  part  of  his  plan.  He  has 
suddenly  switched  from  the  demonstrably  true  to  the  obviously  im¬ 
possible— for  a  purpose.  Next,  he  says,  you  can  ride  from  New  York 
to  the  suburb  of  Forest  Hills,  a  distance  of  8.7  miles,  in  114  minutes. 
The  full  point  of  this  probably  would  be  appreciated  only  by  New 
Yorkers,  for  whom  the  review  was  primarily  intended.  The  Long 
Island  Rail  Road  for  many  years  has  been  notorious  for  its  slowness.* 
Its  timetable  says  that  the  running  time  between  New  York's  Penn 
Station  and  Forest  Hills  is  sixteen  minutes,  but  the  writer,  now  turn¬ 
ing  cynical,  implies  that  there  is  a  pretty  broad  gap  between  the  rail¬ 
road's  promise  and  its  actual  performance.  Furthermore,  by  saying  in 
effect  that  in  114  minutes  a  fast  runner  could  go  19.3  miles  farther 
than  a  passenger  could  go  on  the  Long  Island  Rail  Road,  the  reviewer 
has  capped  his  first  absurdity  (the  assumption  that  a  man  can  run 
twenty-eight  miles  in  114  minutes)  with  a  second  (the  assumption 
that  he  can  outrace  a  train— even  a  Long  Island  train). 

*  It  is  said  to  have  speeded  up  somewhat  since  this  review  was  written.  So, 
with  the  coming  of  faster  planes,  has  air  service  between  New  York  and  Cleveland. 
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Yes,  but  what  has  all  this  to  do  with  the  movie?  The  next  sen¬ 
tence  makes  it  clear:  “But  a  hundred  and  fourteen  minutes  of  ‘King 
Richard  and  the  Crusaders7  got  me  exactly  nowhere/7  In  other  words, 
even  the  Long  Island  Rail  Road,  synonymous  with  slowness,  a  road 
whose  trains  (it  has  been  humorously  implied)  travel  less  than  a 
third  as  fast  as  a  human  being  on  two  legs,  moves  faster  than  the 
picture  does. 

The  reviewer  could  have  said,  in  so  many  words,  that  the  film 
drags,  and  let  it  go  at  that.  But  then  he  would  not  have  had  his  fun, 
nor  would  his  alert  readers  have  had  theirs.  What  he  did  was  to  begin 
with  the  idea  of  high  speed  (flying  to  Cleveland,  running  a  four- 
minute  mile)  and  then  suddenly  shift  into  the  contrasting  idea  of 
slow  motion  (the  weary  railroad)— the  two  ideas  being  ingeniously 
connected  by  the  use  of  Roger  Bannister.  The  chain  of  reasoning  from 
sentence  to  sentence  is  faulty,  but  the  fallacies  were  entirely  inten¬ 
tional  and  the  readers  were  expected  to  recognize  them  as  such.  What 
our  critic  did,  therefore,  was  to  express  his  essentially  serious  com¬ 
ment  on  a  movie  he  didn't  like  in  subtly  humorous  terms— to  enter¬ 
tain  his  readers  with  a  bit  of  mental  gymnastics  which  they  could 
appreciate  only  if  they  read  his  review  sentence  by  sentence,  weighing 
the  meaning  and  implication  of  each  carefully  wrought  statement. 

At  this  point  you  are  doubtless  getting  alarmed.  “Do  you  mean 
to  say  that  I'll  have  to  read  everything  as  closely— word  by  word, 
phrase  by  phrase,  sentence  by  sentence— as  we’ve  read  that  little 
quotation  from  a  movie  review?”  The  answer  is  Yes— for  the  time 
being.  Only  by  such  close  and  admittedly  time-consuming  analysis 
can  you  hope  to  develop  your  critical  faculty.  It  is  pointless  to  skim 
over  the  text  of  the  exercises  in  this  book,  for  the  whole  book  is  de¬ 
signed  to  show  the  pitfalls  that  lie  in  such  superficial  reading.  We  do 
not  mean  that  henceforth,  to  the  end  of  your  days,  you  must  read 
everything  so  minutely;  but  the  habit  of  watching  for  certain  devices 
of  style  and  rhythm  and  logic  is  a  most  valuable  one  to  have,  and  the 
only  way  to  develop  it  is  to  practice  it  intensively  for  a  while.  Ob¬ 
viously,  you  cannot  spend  as  much  time  in  your  general  reading  as 
you  are  expected  to  do  in  working  out  the  exercises  in  this  book;  but 
you  must  learn  certain  principles  thoroughly,  and  the  only  way  to  do 
so  is  to  observe  their  operation  in  detail.  The  exercises  have  the  same 
importance  for  the  novice  critical  reader  that  practicing  scales  has  for 
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the  beginning  musician.  Once  the  habits  that  the  book  is  planned  to 
help  you  acquire  are  well  established,  you  will  find  that  you  are  able 
to  read  at  your  accustomed  speed.  But  the  time  you  spend  in  reading 
will  be  better  spent,  because  you  will  be  getting  more  out  of  the 
printed  page. 

Which  brings  us  to  a  more  direct  statement  of  the  whole  purpose 
of  this  book.  What  is  this  "critical  reading”  spoken  of  in  the  title? 
What  good  is  there  in  learning  to  read  more  analytically,  more 
critically? 

To  begin  with,  critical  reading  involves  digging  beneath  the  sur¬ 
face,  attempting  to  find  out  not  only  the  whole  truth  about  what  is 
being  said,  but  also  (and  this  is,  in  the  long  run,  more  important) 
the  reasons  why  the  writer  says  what  he  does.  When  a  reader  finds 
out  not  only  what  is  being  said,  but  also  why  it  is  said,  he  is  on  the 
way  to  being  a  critical  reader  as  well  as  a  comprehending  one. 

The  practice  and  advice  offered  you  in  this  book  have  a  vital 
bearing  upon  all  the  work  you  are  now  doing,  or  plan  to  do,  in  col¬ 
lege.  Formal  practice  in  reading  is  usually  assigned  to  the  course  in 
freshman  English,  perhaps  on  the  theory  that  any  study  of  what  is 
written  belongs  naturally  and  properly  to  the  English  Department. 
But  actually,  in  how  many  college  courses  can  you  get  along  without 
reading?  And  in  how  many  courses  would  your  performance  not  be 
improved  if  you  could  do  a  better  job  in  reading  your  textbooks  and 
the  collateral  library  assignments  you  receive  from  time  to  time? 
What  this  book  teaches  you  can  be  applied  to  almost  every  subject 
you  will  ever  take  in  college. 

Most  college  students  have  already  had  some  practice  in  inten¬ 
sive  reading,  even  though  they  may  not  have  known  it  at  the  time. 
Mortimer  Adler,  in  his  book  on  How  to  Read  a  Book ,  says: 

If  we  consider  men  and  women  generally,  and  apart  from  their  pro¬ 
fessions  or  occupations,  there  is  only  one  situation  I  can  think  of  in  which 
they  almost  pull  themselves  up  by  their  bootstraps,  making  an  effort  to 
read  better  than  they  usually  do.  When  they  are  in  love  and  are  reading 
a  love  letter,  they  read  for  all  they  are  worth.  They  read  every  word  three 
■ways;  they  read  between  the  lines  and  in  the  margins;  they  read  the  whole 
in  terms  of  the  parts,  and  each  part  in  terms  of  the  whole;  they  grow 
sensitive  to  context  and  ambiguity,  to  insinuation  and  implication;  they 
perceive  the  color  of  words,  the  odor  of  phrases,  and  the  weight  of  sen- 
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tences.  They  may  even  take  the  punctuation  into  account.  Then,  if  never 
before  or  after,  they  read. 

But  the  necessity  for  close  reading  is  not  confined  by  any  means 
to  affairs  of  the  heart  or  the  performance  of  college  assignments.  Un¬ 
critical  reading  habits  cost  us  money.  When  we  read  an  advertisement 
in  a  magazine  or  newspaper,  an  attempt  is  being  made  to  persuade 
us  to  buy  something.  The  art  of  writing  advertising  copy  is  based 
upon  the  skillful  use  of  language:  language  that  will  subtly  flatter  us, 
whet  our  interest,  entice  us  to  buy.  It  is  language  specially  chosen 
to  do  this  job.  We  read,  we  believe,  and  we  buy.  But  how  many 
times  are  we  being  misled?  How  often  do  we  buy  a  product,  on  the 
strength  of  the  advertiser’s  persuasion,  when  we  should  have  bought 
another  brand,  which  is  cheaper  and  better?  We  are  prone  too  often 
to  forget  that  the  product  that  is  most  attractively  advertised  may 
well  be  inferior  to  other  brands.  If  you  question  this,  spend  a  half 
hour  some  time  with  the  current  report  of  one  of  the  consumers’  re¬ 
search  organizations,  which  dispassionately  rank  various  brands  on 
the  basis  of  laboratory  tests. 

The  chief  agencies  of  political  and  commercial  persuasion,  grow¬ 
ing  more  powerful  year  by  year,  are  the  so-called  “mass  media,”  espe¬ 
cially  the  big-circulation  magazines  and  newspapers,  and  television. 
Thoughtful  observers  of  modern  society  have  become  increasingly 
disturbed  over  the  way  in  which  these  agencies  (along  with  others, 
such  as  radio  and  the  movies)  tend  to  make  people  think  or  react 
alike,  have  the  same  tastes  and  biases.  The  techniques  used  in  the 
mass  media  are  not  100-percent  effective  (sometimes  they  boomerang 
on  the  users);  but  they  are  certainly  effective  enough  to  worry  all  who 
believe  that  each  individual  should  think  for  himself.  The  “big  lie,” 
ceaselessly  drummed  into  a  nation’s  consciousness  until  independent 
judgment  is  lulled  to  sleep  and  the  lie  becomes  accepted  as  absolute 
truth,  is  a  major  weapon  in  the  hands  of  dictators  and  demagogues. 
In  totalitarian  countries,  the  channels  of  communication  are  con¬ 
trolled  by  the  government;  hence  they  are  all  a  gigantic  mouthpiece 
for  one  set  of  ideas.  In  free  nations,  they  are  not  as  a  rule  govern¬ 
ment-controlled,  but  in  America  especially,  the  concentration  of  mass 
media  in  the  hands  of  relatively  few  owners  has  sharply  reduced  the 
variety  of  viewpoints  that  can  find  widespread  expression.  For  ex- 


xviii  •  FOREWORD 


ample,  fifty  years  ago  every  large  American  city  had  a  number  of 
newspapers,  independently  owned,  briskly  competing,  and  uttering 
diverse  opinions.  Today  there  are  few  cities  in  which  such  healthy 
competition  exists. 

Like  every  modern  American,  therefore,  you  are  in  growing 
danger  of  having  your  opinions  ready-made  for  you.  You  need  at  all 
costs  to  preserve  and  cultivate  your  capacity  for  seeing  all  sides  of  an 
issue  and  making  up  your  own  mind  after  careful  weighing  of  the  pros 
and  cons.  You  need  to  develop  an  Fm-from-Missouri  attitude  toward 
the  political  and  commercial  messages  that  bombard  you  from  every 
direction. 

It  is  impossible  to  be  a  genuinely  intelligent  member  of  society 
without  the  ability  to  weigh  the  merits  of  all  that  is  spoken  or  written 
concerning  the  affairs  of  society,  and  especially  concerning  politics. 
No  doubt  you  feel  that  you  can  “see  through"  and  resist  unfair  propa¬ 
ganda  appeals.  Probably  you  can  at  least  detect  and  reject  a  particu¬ 
larly  blatant  example  of  unfair  propaganda.  But  what  of  the  more 
subtle  kind,  which  is  much  more  prevalent?  Can  you  distinguish  be¬ 
tween  the  statement  of  an  idealistic  member  of  Congress,  who  is  genu¬ 
inely  concerned  with  the  larger  issues,  and  that  of  a  veteran  congress¬ 
man  who  is  concerned  only  to  win  the  next  election  and  thus  says  only 
what  nobody  could  possibly  take  issue  with?  On  the  surface,  the  two 
statements  may  seem  quite  alike;  it  is  only  after  some  analysis  that 
a  reader  begins  to  realize  that  one  statement  is  sincere,  meaty,  in¬ 
formative,  and  the  other  is  composed  of  nothing  but  weasel  words. 
Yet,  since  the  second  contains  nothing  to  offend,  it  will  often  suc¬ 
ceed  in  winning  more  votes  than  the  first,  which,  because  it  speaks 
out,  will  necessarily  arouse  some  antagonism. 

And  since  our  democratic  system  of  government  is  based  on 
representation,  and  effective  representation  in  turn  depends  on  com¬ 
munication  between  candidate  and  voter,  it  is  clear  that  the  success 
of  our  form  of  government  hinges  to  a  great  extent  upon  the  use 
made  of  language.  If  voters  are  taken  in  by  skillful  politicians  who 
know  how  to  say  what  the  public,  in  its  uncritical  way,  wants  to  hear, 
they  deserve  the  sort  of  representatives  they  often  get.  If,  on  the 
other  hand,  voters  can  tell  when  they  are  being  imposed  upon— when 
a  candidate  is  saying  one  thing  and  meaning  another— then  they  can 
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exercise  their  right  to  reject  him  in  favor  of  one  who  talks  to  them 
honestly. 

At  a  time  when  the  very  destiny  of  civilization,  indeed  of  the 
human  race  itself,  depends  upon  the  ability  of  the  average  citizen  to 
understand  the  fateful  issues  which  the  free  governments  of  the 
world— his  elected  representatives— must  decide,  the  urgency  of  this 
problem  of  intelligent  communication  cannot  possibly  be  exagger¬ 
ated.  Not  only  national  but  international  affairs  are  at  the  mercy  of 
language.  The  two  greatest  powers  in  the  world  today,  the  United 
States  and  Russia,  both  maintain  that  they  are  dedicated  to  the  task 
of  preserving  and  extending  the  blessings  of  democracy.  Obviously  the 
word  democracy  means  very  different  things  to  a  sincere  believer 
in  American  values  and  to  an  equally  sincere  believer  in  those  of 
Communism.  One  can  understand  the  confusion  of  the  millions  of 
men  and  women,  the  world  over,  who  are  besieged  by  the  propaganda 
issued  by  both  sides;  both  sides,  however  different  their  respective 
philosophies  may  be,  seem  to  be  advocating  the  same  goal.  Only 
when  the  meaning  of  terms  like  peace  and  democracy  is  made  clear 
and  concrete,  in  terms  of  actual  values  and  ways  of  life,  does  the  vast 
difference  between  the  western  world’s  definition  of  the  term  and  that 
of  Soviet  Russia  appear.  Multiply  such  an  instance  by  many  hundreds 
every  year— pronouncements  by  presidents,  prime  ministers,  secre¬ 
taries  of  state,  chairmen  of  the  Senate  foreign  affairs  committee,  and 
ordinary  congressmen  and  members  of  Parliament— and  you  see  why 
the  state  of  the  world  demands  more  critical  reading  and  listening 
habits  on  the  part  of  the  people  who  elect  the  governments.  Because 
the  use  and  misuse  and  abuse  of  words  determine  how  people  make 
up  their  minds,  in  a  very  real  sense  words  are  constantly  shaping 
our  destiny. 

In  addition  to  helping  you  in  your  various  social  roles— as  a 
prospective  purchaser  of  advertised  goods,  for  example,  and  as  an 
intelligent  and  responsible  citizen  of  the  United  States— this  book  is 
designed  to  benefit  you  as  an  individual  person,  by  showing  how  you 
can  increase  your  understanding  and  enjoyment  of  general  reading. 
In  these  pages  you  will  find  suggestions  that  will  enable  you  to  derive 
more  profit  from  all  the  reading  you  do,  whether  it  be  a  story  in  the 
Saturday  Evening  Post ,  a  factual  article  in  Holiday ,  a  best-selling 
novel,  or  a  commentary  on  the  present  stage  of  the  world  crisis.  This 
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is  not  a  book  specifically  on  imaginative  literature;  we  shall  make  no 
attempt  to  analyze  the  structure  of  a  novel  or  a  play  or  a  poem,  or  to 
discuss  the  many  problems  confronting  writers  in  these  forms.  Nor 
shall  we  attempt  to  develop  “literary  taste”— that  is  something  which 
takes  years  of  extensive  and  thoughtful  reading.  But  we  can  point  out 
some  of  the  elements  that  distinguish  good  writing  from  bad:  ele¬ 
ments  of  style,  of  organization,  of  logic.  When  you  reach  the  end 
of  this  book  you  should  have  a  more  acute  sense  of  what  is  genuinely 
good  writing. 

At  the  present  stage  of  your  life,  most  of  the  reading  you  do  is 
confined  to  material  written  especially  for  you.  Newspaper  reporters, 
magazine  writers,  the  authors  of  “popular”  novels  and  nonfiction 
works,  all  assume  (necessarily)  that  the  great  reading  public  is  made 
up  of  people  who  want  to  be  amused  or  instructed  without  pain,  cost, 
or  obligation  and  expect  what  they  read  to  be  custom-made  for  them. 
It  must  contain  few  words  they  do  not  understand,  few  allusions  to 
anything  they  have  not  learned  in  high  school,  few  ideas  that  force 
them  to  do  some  serious  thinking.  The  “average”  reader,  including 
the  college  freshman,  who  is  an  “average”  young  American,  is  assumed 
to  be  quite  indolent  in  his  reading  habits.  If  he  cannot  have  his 
reading  spoon-fed,  he  wants  none  of  it. 

You  can  go  through  life  quite  easily  without  reading  anything 
beyond  this  wide  but  still  limited  area  of  material  specially  designed 
for  the  “average”  reader.  But  how  much  you  will  be  missing!  The 
fact  is  that  most  of  the  great  writers  of  the  past— the  men  and  women 
who  said  things  that  are  still  vitally  meaningful  to  us  today— have 
written  for  an  audience  of  men  and  women  of  superior  education  and 
of  cultivated  reading  habits.  Seldom  have  they  “written  down”;  they 
have  written  for  their  intellectual  equals.  This  is  true  also  of  the 
contemporary  writers  whose  work  is  most  worth  reading.  They  re¬ 
fuse  to  make  concessions  to  the  unambitious  reader.  And  yet  what 
these  people  say  can  make  a  tremendous  difference  in  your  life— if 
only  you  will  read  them.  The  only  solution  is  for  you  to  equip  your¬ 
self  to  become  a  member  of  the  superior  audience  to  which  the 
superior  writers  address  themselves.  Although  we  cannot  show  you 
in  detail  how  to  do  so,  we  can  give  you  some  useful  hints. 

There  is  a  simple  way  by  which  you  can  measure  your  progress. 
About  halfway  through  the  book,  if  you  have  done  the  exercises 
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carefully  and  profited  by  class  discussions,  you  should  be  worried  be¬ 
cause  you  no  longer  believe  anything  you  read.  Wherever  you  turn, 
you  should  be  seeing  cliches,  "glittering  generalities/'  fallacious  rea¬ 
soning,  cunning  manipulation  of  sentence  rhythms;  and  you  should 
be  bothered.  This  is  the  healthiest  possible  sign,  because  it  means 
that  you  have  lost  your  faith  in  many  false  gods;  you  are  wiser,  even 
if,  for  the  time  being,  you  are  sadder.  You  have  been  divested  of 
prejudices,  biases,  and  reliance  on  what  has  proved  to  be  deceptive. 

Don't  worry.  This  is  only  half  the  process  of  becoming  an  intel¬ 
ligent  reader.  The  other  half,  the  constructive  half,  requires  the 
establishment  of  positive  critical  standards  by  which  you  may  detect 
what  is  good  and  credible  and  sincere  in  what  men  write.  The  estab¬ 
lishment  of  this  wiser  faith  is  a  slower  process,  but  it  will  come  if 
you  allow  it  to  do  so.  No  one  need  be,  or  indeed  should  be,  a  mere 
scoffer,  a  cynic  who  maintains  that  nothing  is  written  but  to  deceive. 
But  in  order  to  recognize  the  true  you  must  first  be  prepared  to 
recognize  the  false. 

To  the  conscientious  student  we  can  guarantee  a  reward,  one 
which  is  inevitably  the  result  of  close  analysis  of  the  ways  of  lan¬ 
guage  and  of  thought.  You  will  emerge  from  this  work  a  more 
matured  person.  You  will  have  had  a  glimpse  into  the  way  your  mind 
operates,  and  you  will  have  had  some  exercise  in  making  it  operate 
more  efficiently  and  more  acutely.  You  will  have  made  a  start  toward 
separating  the  vain  illusions  of  this  world  from  the  substantial 
realities.  You  will  have  discovered  the  satisfaction  of  being  able  to 
expose  the  emptiness  of  much  that  is  written  for  your  personal  con¬ 
sumption  and  at  the  same  time  to  profit  by  what  intelligent  and 
honest  men  and  women  have  written  for  other  intelligent  and  honest 
men  and  women  to  read.  In  a  word,  these  pages  are  designed  to  show 
you  the  direction  in  which  intellectual  maturity  lies. 
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DENOTATION  AND  CONNOTATION 


Incidents  like  this  are  happening  every  day.  A  teacher  in  a  college 
English  course  has  returned  a  student's  theme  on  the  subject  of  a 
poem  (a  stanza  of  which  is  printed  on  page  14  of  this  book).  One 
sentence  in  the  theme  reads,  “Like  all  of  Keats's  best  work,  the  'Ode 
to  Autumn'  has  a  sensual  quality  that  makes  it  especially  appealing  to 
me."  The  instructor's  red  pencil  has  underscored  the  word  sensual, 
and  in  the  margin  he  has  written  “Accurate?"  or  whatever  his  cus¬ 
tomary  comment  is  in  such  cases.  The  student  has  checked  the 
dictionary  and  comes  back  puzzled.  “I  don't  see  what  you  mean," 
he  says.  “The  dictionary  says  sensual  means  'of  or  pertaining  to  the 
senses  or  physical  sensation.'  And  that's  what  I  wanted  to  say.  Keats's 
poem  is  filled  with  words  and  images  that  suggest  physical  sensa¬ 
tion." 

“Yes,"  replies  the  instructor,  “that’s  what  the  word  means- 
according  to  the  dictionary."  And  then  he  takes  his  copy  of  the 
American  College  Dictionary,  which  contains  the  definition  the  stu¬ 
dent  quoted,  and  turns  to  the  word  sensual.  “Look  here,"  he  says, 
pointing  to  a  passage  in  small  type  just  after  the  various  definitions 
of  the  word: 

Sensual,  sensuous,  voluptuous  refer  to  experience  through  the 
senses.  Sensual  refers,  usually  unfavorably,  to  the  enjoyments 
derived  from  the  senses,  generally  implying  grossness  or  lewdness: 
a  sensual  delight  in  eating,  sensual  excesses.  Sensuous  refers,  favor¬ 
ably  or  literally,  to  what  is  experienced  through  the  senses:  sensuous 
impressions,  sensuous  poetry.  Voluptuous  implies  the  luxurious 
gratification  of  sensuous  or  sensual  desires:  voluptuous  joys,  volup¬ 
tuous  beauty * 

*  Reprinted  by  courtesy  of  the  publishers  from  The  American  College  Dic¬ 
tionary.  Copyright  1947  by  Random  House,  Inc. 
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The  student  reads  the  passage  carefully  and  begins  to  see  light. 
The  word  sensual  carries  with  it  a  shade  of  meaning,  an  unfavorable 
implication,  which  he  did  not  intend;  the  word  he  wanted  was 
sensuous.  He  has  had  a  useful  lesson  in  the  dangers  of  taking  diction¬ 
ary  definitions  uncritically,  as  well  as  in  the  vital  difference  between 
denotation  and  connotation. 

The  difference  between  the  two  is  succinctly  phrased  in  another 
of  those  small-type  paragraphs  of  explanation,  taken  this  time  from 
Webster  s  New  Collegiate  Dictionary:  “Denote  implies  all  that  strictly 
belongs  to  the  definition  of  the  word,  connote  all  of  the  ideas  that  are 
suggested  by  the  term;  thus,  'home'  denotes  the  place  where  one  lives 
with  one’s  family,  but  it  usually  connotes  comfort,  intimacy,  and 
privacy.  The  same  implications  distinguish  denotation  and  connota¬ 
tion  The  denotation  of  a  word  is  its  dictionary  definition,  which  is 
what  the  word  “stands  for.”  According  to  the  dictionary,  sensuous 
and  sensual  have  the  same  general  denotation:  they  agree  in  mean¬ 
ing  “experience  through  the  senses.”  Yet  they  suggest  different 
things.  And  that  difference  in  suggestion  constitutes  a  difference  in 
connotation. 

Nothing  is  more  essential  to  intelligent,  profitable  reading  than 
sensitivity  to  connotation.  Only  when  we  possess  such  sensitivity  can 
we  understand  both  what  the  author  means,  which  may  be  pretty 
plain,  and  what  he  wants  to  suggest,  which  may  actually  be  far  more 
important  than  the  superficial  meaning.  The  difference  between 
reading  a  book  or  story  or  essay  or  poem  for  surface  meaning  and 
reading  it  for  implication  is  the  difference  between  listening  to  the 
New  York  Philharmonic  Symphony  Orchestra  on  a  battered  old  radio 
and  listening  to  it  on  a  high-fidelity  stereophonic  record  player.  Only 
the  latter  brings  out  the  nuances  that  are  often  more  significant  than 
the  obvious,  and  therefore  easily  comprehended,  meaning. 

An  unfailing  awareness  of  the  connotative  power  of  words  is  just 
as  vital,  of  course,  to  the  writer.  His  eternal  task  is  to  select  the  word 
which  will  convey,  not  approximately  but  exactly,  what  he  wants  to 
say.  He  must  remember  that  two  words  may  be  “synonymous”  in 
respect  to  denotation;  that  is,  they  mean  the  same  thing.  But  to  the 
practiced  writer,  as  to  the  practiced  reader,  few  if  any  words  are 

*  By  permission.  From  Webster's  New  Collegiate  Dictionary,  copyright,  1949, 
1951,  1953,  by  G.  &  C.  Merriam  Co. 
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exactly  synonymous  in  connotation;  in  a  given  context  one  particular 
word  will  convey  the  precise  implication  the  writer  desires  to  com¬ 
municate  to  his  reader.  The  inexperienced  writer,  forgetting  this,  often 
has  recourse  to  Roget’s  Thesaurus,  where  he  finds,  conveniently 
marshaled,  whole  regiments  of  synonyms;  not  knowing  which  to 
choose,  he  either  closes  his  eyes  and  picks  a  word  at  random  or  else 
chooses  the  one  that  “sounds”  best.  In  either  case  he  is  neglecting 
the  delicate  shadings  of  implication  which  differentiate  each  word  in 
a  category  from  its  neighbors.  To  be  certain  that  the  word  he  has 
selected  conveys  exactly  the  sense  he  has  in  mind,  he  should  check  it 
in  those  invaluable  little  paragraphs  in  the  dictionary.*  For  further 
help,  he  can  look  up  the  fuller  discussions  in  Webster's  Dictionary 
of  Synonyms. 


EXERCISE  1 

Explain  why  the  italicized  words  in  the  following  sentences 
reflect  the  writer  s  insensitivity  to  connotation ,  and  in  each  case 
supply  a  more  appropriate  word. 

1.  Although  she  was  really  twenty-one,  there  was  a  certain  childishness 
in  her  voice  and  manner  which  set  her  apart  from  the  other  girls  and 
delighted  everyone  who  met  her. 

2.  Handle  this  Ming  vase  with  extreme  care.  It’s  very  brittle. 

3.  What  especially  interests  newcomers  is  the  absolute  smoothness  of 
the  countryside. 

4.  When  she  got  out  of  the  hospital  she  was  pretty  lean,  but  a  good 
wholesome  diet  of  home  cooking  soon  remedied  that. 

5.  Attractive  though  it  was  in  terms  of  pay  and  prospects  for  advance¬ 
ment,  Clem  decided  finally  to  spurn  the  offer  and  look  for  some 
other  job. 

6.  Fve  been  taking  aspirins  by  the  carload,  but  they  haven't  healed  my 
headache. 

7.  I  knew  she  had  studied  the  lesson  thoroughly,  so  after  asking  my 
question  I  waited  a  little.  Finally  the  retort  came,  in  her  usual  quiet, 
almost  hesitant  manner. 

*  If  the  definition  of  the  word  in  question  is  not  followed  by  a  paragraph 
discriminating  between  its  “synonyms,”  there  is  a  cross-reference  to  the  place 
where  this  paragraph  occurs. 
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8.  One  of  the  best  things  the  Scouts  and  Hi-Y  did  for  him  was  to 
develop  genuinely  mannish  qualities.  He’s  a  fine,  upstanding  youth. 

9.  I  was  glad  to  see  by  his  agile  gait  as  he  strode  down  the  street  that 
he  was  fully  recovered. 

10.  What  I  pined  for  above  all  was  a  thick,  juicy  hamburger,  with  plenty 
of  relish  and  a  side  order  of  French  fries  and  onions. 


EXERCISE  2 

Explain  the  differences  in  connotation  among  the  members  of 
each  of  the  following  groups  of  words.  Make  up  sentences  that  illus¬ 
trate  the  accurate  use  of  as  many  words  as  your  instructor  directs. 
(It  is  also  useful ,  as  well  as  entertaining ,  to  compose  sentences  in 
which  the  words  are  conspicuously  misused,  as  in  the  preceding 
exercise.) 

1.  dash,  hurry,  race,  gallop,  speed,  hurtle,  run 

2.  corpulent,  plump,  obese,  heavy-set,  fleshy,  fat,  paunchy,  burly,  over¬ 
weight,  rolypoly,  bulky 

3.  mansion,  dwelling,  domicile,  residence,  house,  home 

4.  racket,  uproar,  hubbub,  clatter,  noise,  commotion 

5.  titter,  giggle,  chuckle,  guffaw,  laugh,  roar 

6.  dress,  frock,  costume,  outfit,  gown,  ensemble,  get-up,  apparel,  clothes 

7.  dilapidated,  ramshackle,  ruined,  neglected,  deteriorated,  tumbledown 

8.  shrewd,  cunning,  calculating,  sly,  adroit,  knowing,  clever,  astute 

9.  cheat,  phony,  quack,  crook,  impostor,  charlatan 

10.  admire,  love,  relish,  like,  approve,  idolize,  respect,  revere,  esteem 

11.  snooty,  arrogant,  conceited,  cocky,  egotistical,  proud,  high-and- 
mighty,  overbearing,  high-hat 

12.  common,  ordinary,  vulgar,  run-of-the-mill,  average,  everyday 

13.  frighten,  alarm,  terrify,  scare,  intimidate,  startle 

14.  impertinent,  impudent,  saucy,  cheeky,  insolent,  fresh 

15.  confess,  acknowledge,  concede,  grant,  admit,  come  clean 

EXERCISE  3 

The  difference  between  denotation  and  connotation  is  often 
illustrated  by  the  fact  that  of  two  words  which  roughly  “mean”  the 
same,  one  has  a  complimentary ,  the  other  an  unflattering ,  connota¬ 
tion.  Thus  while  you  may  like  to  think  of  yourself  as  an  idealist, 
people  who  do  not  sympathize  with  your  attitudes  might  call  you 
prudish.  Taking  as  many  of  the  following  pairs  as  your  instructor 
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designates,  write  paragraphs  explaining  why  you  would  like  to  be 
described  by  one  of  the  terms  but  not  by  the  other. 


a  middle-of-the-roader/a  fence-sitter 

enthusiastic/fanatical 

cautious/ cowardly 

touchy/sensitive 

fluent/gabby 

roy/modest 


trusting/  gullible 
original/screwball 
stolid/even-tempered 
thrifty/penny-pinching 
practical /unimaginative 
hypocritical /tactful 


Not  all  words  possess  connotative  powers.  Articles,  conjunctions, 
prepositions,  and  many  common  adverbs  lack  connotative  qualities 
because  they  are  words  used  to  connect  ideas  and  to  show  relation¬ 
ships  between  them;  these  parts  of  speech  do  not  themselves  stand 
for  ideas.  But  most  words  which  stand  for  ideas  have  connotations, 
even  though  they  are  often  scarcely  perceptible.  That  is  because  ideas 
themselves  have  connotations:  they  produce  some  sort  of  intellectual 
or  emotional  reaction  inside  us. 


Connotations:  Personal  and  General 

There  are  two  types  of  connotation:  personal  and  general.  Per¬ 
sonal  connotations  are  the  result  of  the  experience  of  the  individual 
man  or  woman.  The  way  we  react  to  ideas  and  objects,  and  thus  to 
the  words  that  stand  for  those  “referents,”  is  determined  by  the 
precise  nature  of  our  earlier  experience  with  the  referents.  Taken  all 
together,  the  connotations  that  surround  most  of  the  words  in  our 
vocabulary  are  a  complex  and  intimate  record  of  our  life  to  date.  Our 
present  reaction  to  a  word  may  be  the  cumulative  result  of  all  our 
experiences  with  the  word  and  its  referent.  In  the  case  of  another 
word,  our  reaction  may  have  been  determined  once  and  for  all  by  an 
early  or  a  particularly  memorable  experience  with  it.  A  student’s  re¬ 
action  to  the  word  teacher,  for  instance,  may  be  determined  by  all  his 
experience  with  teachers,  which  has  been  subtly  synthesized,  in  the 
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course  of  time,  into  a  single  image  or  emotional  response.  In  it  are 
mingled  memories  of  Miss  Smith,  the  first-grade  teacher  who  dried 
his  tears  when  he  lost  a  fight  in  the  schoolyard  at  recess;  of  Miss  Jones, 
the  sixth-grade  teacher  who  bored  her  pupils  with  thrice-told  tales  of 
her  trip  to  Mexico  ten  years  earlier;  of  Mr.  Johnson,  the  high-school 
gym  teacher  who  merely  laughed  when  he  saw  the  brush  burns  a  boy 
sustained  when  he  inexpertly  slid  down  a  rope;  of  Mr.  Miller,  the 
college  professor  who  somehow  packed  a  tremendous  amount  of  infor¬ 
mation  into  lectures  that  seemed  too  entertaining  to  be  instructive. 
Or,  on  the  other  hand,  when  the  student  thinks  of  teacher  he  may 
think  of  a  particular  teacher  who  for  one  reason  or  another  has  made 
an  especially  deep  impression  upon  him — the  chemistry  teacher  in 
high  school,  for  instance,  who  encouraged  him,  by  example  and  advice, 
to  make  chemistry  his  life  work. 

A  moment's  thought  will  show  the  relationship  between  personal 
and  general  connotations  as  well  as  the  fact  that  there  is  no  line  of 
demarcation  between  the  two  types.  Since  “the  mass  mind"  is  the 
sum  total  of  the  individual  minds  that  comprise  it,  general  con¬ 
notations  result  when  the  reaction  of  the  majority  of  people  to  a 
specific  word  is  substantially  the  same.  The  reasons  why  one  word 
should  possess  a  certain  connotation,  while  another  word  has  a  quite 
different  connotation,  are  complex.  We  shall  spend  a  little  time  on 
the  subject  later.  Here  it  need  only  be  said  that  differences  in  general 
connotation  derive  from  at  least  two  major  sources.  For  one  thing, 
the  exact  shade  of  meaning  a  word  possesses  in  our  language  is  often 
due  to  the  use  to  which  it  was  put  by  a  writer  who  had  especially  great 
influence  over  the  language  because  he  was,  and  is,  so  widely  read. 
The  King  James  version  of  the  Bible,  for  instance,  is  responsible  for 
the  crystallizing  of  many  connotations.  People  came  to  know  a  given 
word  from  its  occurrence  in  certain  passages  in  the  Bible,  and  thus 
the  word  came  to  connote  to  them  on  all  occasions  what  it  connoted 
in  those  familiar  passages;  it  was  permanently  colored  by  particular 
associations.  Such  words  include  trespass,  money-changers,  manger, 
Samaritan  (originally  the  name  of  a  person  living  in  a  certain  region  of 
Asia  Minor),  salvation,  vanity ,  righteous,  anoint ,  and  charity.  The 
same  is  true  of  many  words  used  in  other  books  which,  being  widely 
read  and  studied,  influenced  the  vocabularies  of  following  generations 


CONNOTATIONS:  PERSONAL  AND  GENERAL  *  Q 

—Malory’s  Morte  d’ Arthur,  for  example,  or  Shakespeare’s  plays,  or  the 
essays  of  Addison  and  Steele. 

But  general  connotation  is  not  always  a  matter  of  literary  develop¬ 
ment.  It  can  result  also  from  the  experience  that  men  as  a  social  group 
have  had  with  the  ideas  which  words  represent.  Before  1938,  the  word 
appease  had  an  inoffensive  connotation.  In  the  edition  of  Webster’s 
Collegiate  Dictionary  current  in  that  year  it  was  defined  simply  as  “to 
pacify,  often  by  satisfying;  quiet;  calm;  soothe;  allay.”  But  then  the 
word  became  associated  with  the  ill-fated  attempts  of  Neville  Cham¬ 
berlain  to  stave  off  war  with  Hitler  by  giving  in  to  his  demands,  and 
that  association  has  now  strongly  colored  its  meaning.  The  latest 
edition  of  the  same  dictionary  adds  to  the  meaning  quoted  above  this 
newer  one:  “to  conciliate  by  political,  economic,  or  other  considera¬ 
tions;— now  usually  signifying  a  sacrifice  of  moral  principle  in  order 
to  avert  aggression.”  Laden  as  the  word  is  with  its  suggestions  of  the 
disaster  of  Munich,  no  British  or  American  official  ever  uses  it  in  re¬ 
ferring  to  a  conciliating  move  in  foreign  policy  for  which  he  wants  to 
win  public  acceptance.  On  the  other  hand,  opponents  of  that  move 
use  the  word  freely  to  arouse  sentiment  against  it,  even  though  the 
situation  in  question  may  have  little  or  no  resemblance  to  that  of 
Munich.  In  other  words,  events  have  conditioned  us  to  react  in  a 
particular  way  to  the  verb  appease  and  the  noun  appeasement.  If  our 
support  is  desired  for  a  policy  of  give  and  take,  live  and  let  live,  or 
peaceful  coexistence  in  international  relations,  its  advocates  will  use 
the  terms  just  italicized,  as  well  as  negotiation  and  compromise,  which 
convey  the  idea  of  mutual  concessions  without  sacrifice  of  principle; 
or  horse-trading,  which  has  a  homely  American  flavor,  suggesting 
shrewd  bargaining  with  the  additional  implication  that  a  good  profit 
can  be  made  on  the  deal. 

All  general  connotations  thus  have  their  origin  in  private  conno¬ 
tations— in  personal,  individual,  but  generally  shared  reactions  to 
words  and  the  ideas  for  which  they  stand.  But  later,  after  general 
connotations  have  been  established,  the  process  works  the  other  way: 
the  individual,  who  may  have  had  no  personal  experience  with  the 
idea  represented  by  a  given  word,  may  acquire  a  personal  attitude 
toward  it  by  observing  how  society  in  general  reacts  to  the  word.  In 
the  future,  men  and  women  who  were  children  when  Klaus  Fuchs 
and  other  men  stole  American  and  British  atomic  secrets  and  relayed 
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them  to  Russia  may  react  negatively  to  mention  of  such  names.  If 
they  do,  it  will  be  because  they  have  acquired  the  feelings  of  revulsion 
that  people  associate  with  the  names  of  traitors— just  as  Americans 
almost  two  centuries  later  still  react  to  the  mention  of  Benedict 
Arnold. 

Every  writer  must  cultivate  his  awareness  of  the  differentiation 
between  general  connotations  and  personal  ones.  It  is  the  general 
ones— those  which  he  can  be  reasonably  sure  his  readers  share  with 
him— which  he  must  rely  on  to  convey  the  accurate  spirit  of  his  mes¬ 
sage.  If  he  uses  words  which  have  additional  connotations  to  him 
alone,  he  runs  the  risk  of  writing  in  a  private  shorthand  to  which 
only  he  holds  the  key.  Since  there  is  no  clear  dividing  line  between 
general  and  personal  connotations,  it  would,  of  course,  be  unrealistic 
to  require  that  a  writer  absolutely  confine  himself  to  the  former. 
Moreover,  some  of  the  subtle  richness  of  poetry,  and  to  some  degree 
that  of  imaginative  prose,  is  derived  (assuming  that  the  reader  dis¬ 
covers  the  secret)  from  the  author’s  use  of  words  in  private  senses. 
But  in  most  forms  of  practical  communication,  the  writer  does  well 
to  confine  himself  to  words  whose  connotations  are  approximately  the 
same  to  his  readers  as  they  are  to  him. 


The  Uses  of  Connotations 

What  forms  do  our  reactions  to  words  take?  By  no  means  all 
words  evoke  any  distinguishable  emotional  response;  delusion  and 
illusion7  for  instance,  probably  do  not  do  so  for  most  people.  Here  the 
response  is  largely  an  intellectual  one,  a  recognition  that  the  two 
words  are  customarily  used  in  different  contexts,  that  they  "imply” 
slightly  different  things. 

But  for  our  purposes  the  most  important  words  are  the  ones 
which  touch  the  emotions  of  those  who  hear  or  see  them.  They  are 
words  that  arouse  people  to  a  positive  or  negative  judgment— words 
that  often  stir  them  to  action.  Atheist  arouses  deep-seated  prejudices 
for  or  against  the  ideas  that  the  word  is  said  to  represent,  for  or  against 
people  who  are  said  to  be  atheists.  Streamlined  connotes  modern 
design,  clean  lines,  efficiency,  and  thus  has  a  generally  pleasant  sug- 
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gestion.  (On  the  other  hand,  like  many  words  that  become  too  fash¬ 
ionable  and  thus  are  overused  and  even  abused,  streamlined  has  come 
to  have  a  negative  connotation  to  many  fastidious  readers.  Too  often 
it  has  been  loosely  used  as  a  means  of  glossing  over,  skimping  and 
corner-cutting— as  in  streamlined  education.)  Mention  of  McCarthy 
evokes  fervent  sentiments,  of  very  diverse  quality,  from  both  those 
who  admired  him  and  those  who  did  not.  Subdeb  eases  the  selling 
of  clothing  to  adolescent  girls,  of  whom  not  one  in  a  hundred  thou¬ 
sand  will  ever  have  a  debut.  Nigger  connotes  very  different  things  to  a 
champion  of  white  supremacy  in  Mississippi  and  a  member  of  the 
National  Association  for  the  Advancement  of  Colored  People.  Draft 
and  selective  service  mean  the  same  thing,  but  one  term  has  a  more 
unpleasant  connotation  than  the  other.  And  so  on,  ad  infinitum. 

Intimately  associated  with  emotional  response,  and  often  directly 
responsible  for  it,  are  the  images  that  many  words  inspire  in  our 
minds.  The  commonest  type  of  image  is  the  visual:  that  is,  a  given 
word  habitually  calls  forth  a  certain  picture  on  the  screen  of  our  inner 
consciousness.  Mention  of  places  we  have  seen  and  people  we  have 
known  produces  a  visual  recollection  of  them.  Of  course  the  precise 
content  of  these  pictures  is  determined  by  the  sort  of  experience  one 
has  had  with  their  originals.  Mary  may  not  recall  the  picture  of  one’s, 
childhood  sweetheart,  but  it  may  evoke  instead  a  picture  of  a  pink, 
hair-ribbon  which  Mary  must  once  have  worn.  Boston  may  recall  only 
the  picture  of  a  street  accident,  which  was  the  most  vivid  mem¬ 
ory  one  carried  away  from  that  city.  And  so  on!  It  is  a  fascinating 
game  to  examine  in  this  fashion  the  mental  images  thus  spontane¬ 
ously  conjured  up  by  words;  equally  rewarding  is  the  effort  to  explain 
why  many  words  evoke  images  which  on  first  thought  seem  so  com¬ 
pletely  irrelevant  to  their  denotations. 

It  is  not  only  words  referring  to  concrete  objects  which  have  this 
power  of  evoking  a  visual  response  in  the  imagination.  Our  picture¬ 
making  faculty  also  enables  us  to  visualize  abstractions  in  concrete 
terms— and,  as  we  shall  see,  it  gets  us  into  a  great  deal  of  trouble  on 
that  account.  Capitalist  is  an  abstract  noun;  it  denotes  a  person  who 
has  a  certain  function  in  a  certain  kind  of  economic  system.  But  to 
many  people  it  connotes  a  definite  picture,  obviously  derived  from 
the  old-time  cartoonist’s  stock  figure,  of  a  bloated  banker  in  striped 
pants,  cutaway  coat,  top  hat,  and  spats;  he  is  smoking  a  Corona-Co- 


12 


DENOTATION  AND  CONNOTATION 


rona  cigar,  on  his  fingers  are  rings  with  huge  stones,  and  across  his 
middle  reposes  a  gold  watch  chain  with  links  as  thick  as  frankfurters. 
To  many,  in  a  similar  way,  the  noun  radical  conjures  up  a  picture  of 
an  intellectual-looking  man  with  thick  glasses,  bushy  hair,  wrinkled 
clothes,  and  a  wild  expression  on  his  face.  Thus  abstractions  are  made 
concrete,  and  our  reactions  to  the  words  that  represent  those  abstrac¬ 
tions  are  patterned  in  terms  of  that  visual  image.  What  visual  images 
do  the  words  statesman  and  politician  suggest  to  you? 

In  addition  to  visual  responses  in  the  imagination,  words  evoke 
responses  associated  with  the  other  senses.  Many  words  have  conno¬ 
tations  that  appeal  to  our  inward  ear:  tick-tock ,  harmony ,  squeak , 
trumpet ,  dirge ,  shrill ,  thunder ,  croon ,  lisp.  Others  appeal  to  our  sense 
of  touch— gritty,  needle ,  ice-cold ,  lather ,  soft ,  kiss,  baby's  cheek , 
woolen  underwear.  Another  class  invites  palatal  responses —butter¬ 
milk,  spicy ,  mellow ,  roast  beef,  castor  oil,  menthol ,  bitter.  And  a  final 
group  invites  olfactory  responses— burning  dump ,  incense ,  new-mown 
hay ,  sweaty ,  coffee  roaster ,  fragrance ,  Diesel  fumes.  Many  words,  like 
some  already  mentioned,  appeal  to  two  or  more  senses  at  once:  for 
instance,  dry,  bubbly ,  satin ,  wine,  wrinkle ,  mossy ,  sea  breeze,  snowy , 
cigarette ,  sugar. 

Since  our  sensory  experience  may  be  either  pleasant  or  unpleas¬ 
ant,  the  words  that  evoke  their  imaginative  equivalents  have  the  power 
to  sway  us  to  accept  or  reject  an  idea.  “So  soft,  yet  manageable  .  .  . 
so  sweetly  clean!  Come-hither  loveliness— that's  what  your  hair  has 
after  a  luxurious  Prell  shampoo!  It's  caressably  soft,  yet  so  obedient ! 
Yes,  angel-soft,  smooth  as  satin,  glowing  with  that  'Radiantly  Alive' 
look  he'll  love!"  Thus  exclaims  the  advertising  man  who  wants  mil¬ 
lions  of  women  to  buy  a  certain  solution  for  washing  their  hair.  Or: 
“It's  a  foul,  evil-smelling  mess!"  Thus  speaks  a  minority-party  con¬ 
gressman  who  is  dissatisfied  with  something  the  administration  has 
done. 

In  some  of  the  pages  that  follow,  we  shall  concentrate  upon  this 
persuasive  power  of  words,  especially  as  found  in  advertising  and  po¬ 
litical  discussion.  There  is  perhaps  no  simpler  or  better  way  of  show¬ 
ing  how  connotation  works.  But  this  preliminary  emphasis  on  the 
ways  in  which  language  may  be  manipulated  for  selfish  purposes 
must  not  lead  you  to  assume  that  all,  or  even  most,  writers  have 
wicked  designs  upon  you.  On  the  contrary,  the  greater  part  of  what 
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people  read  has  the  sole  purpose  of  informing  or  entertaining  them— 
of  giving  them  new  knowledge,  or  fresh  food  for  the  imagination 
and  the  emotions.  And  here  language  is  used  simply  to  heighten 
the  effectiveness,  the  accuracy,  and  the  vividness  of  the  writer's 
communication. 

Take  the  best  of  today's  journalism— not  run-of-the-mill  news¬ 
paper  reporting,  but,  say,  feature  stories  and  magazine  articles.  Really 
good  descriptive  journalism  requires  a  high  degree  of  skill  in  the  use 
of  words;  and  the  more  skillfully  and  attentively  we  read  what  the 
author  has  set  down,  the  greater  will  be  our  pleasure.  Examine  the 
sure  sense  of  connotative  values  employed  in  this  description  of  a 
Pennsylvania  industrial  town: 

Donora  is  twenty-eight  miles  south  of  Pittsburgh  and  covers 
the  tip  of  a  lumpy  point  formed  by  the  most  convulsive  of  the 
Monongahela’s  many  horseshoe  bends.  Though  accessible  by  road, 
rail,  and  river,  it  is  an  extraordinarily  secluded  place.  The  river  and 
the  bluffs  that  lift  abruptly  from  the  water's  edge  to  a  height  of  four 
hundred  and  fifty  feet  enclose  it  on  the  north  and  east  and  south, 
and  just  above  it  to  the  west  is  a  range  of  rolling  but  even  higher 
hills.  On  its  outskirts  are  acres  of  sidings  and  rusting  gondolas, 
abandoned  mines,  smoldering  slag  piles,  and  gulches  filled  with  rub¬ 
bish.  Its  limits  are  marked  by  sooty  signs  that  read,  “Donora.  Next 
to  Yours  the  Best  Town  in  the  U.S.A."  It  is  a  harsh,  gritty  town, 
founded  in  1901  and  old  for  its  age,  with  a  gaudy  main  street  and  a 
thousand  identical  gaunt  gray  houses.  Some  of  its  streets  are  paved 
with  concrete  and  some  are  cobbled,  but  many  are  of  dirt  and 
crushed  coal.  At  least  half  of  them  are  as  steep  as  roofs,  and  several 
have  steps  instead  of  sidewalks.  It  is  treeless  and  all  but  grassless, 
and  much  of  it  is  slowly  sliding  downhill.  After  a  rain,  it  is  a  smear 
of  mud.  Its  vacant  lots  and  many  of  its  yards  are  mortally  gullied,  and 
one  of  its  three  cemeteries  is  an  eroded  ruin  of  gravelly  clay  and 
toppled  tombstones.  Its  population  is  1 2,300.* 

Here,  in  familiar  but  carefully  chosen  words,  the  reporter  has  pro¬ 
duced  a  graphic  impression  of  a  dismal  community.  He  was  obviously 
depressed  by  what  he  saw — a  feeling  he  means  us  to  have,  too.  And, 
were  we  to  read  on  past  the  passage  quoted,  we  would  discover  that 
even  the  seemingly  casual  reference  to  the  population  and  the  ceme¬ 
teries  is  part  of  his  ppm;  for  the  article  as  a  whole  is  about  the  poison- 

*  Berton  Rouech£,  “The  Fog/'  The  New  Yorker,  Sept.  30,  1950.  Reprinted 
with  the  permission  of  The  New  Yoxker. 
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laden  smog  that  descended  on  Donora  some  years  ago  and  killed  at 
least  a  score  of  its  inhabitants.  The  whole  passage,  with  its  single- 
minded  stress  on  language  suggestive  of  griminess,  ugliness,  deteriora¬ 
tion,  prepares  us  for  the  disaster  to  come. 

In  the  same  way,  but  on  a  less  ephemeral  plane  of  interest,  with 
more  exalted  purpose  and  greater  intensity  of  feeling,  poets  too  utilize 
the  connotative  potentialities  of  language.  They  employ  words  lov¬ 
ingly,  unschemingly,  wishing  to  delight  and  move  the  reader  through 
an  imparting  of  their  own  vivid  experience: 

Season  of  mists  and  mellow  fruitfulness. 

Close  bosom-friend  of  the  maturing  sun; 

Conspiring  with  him  how  to  load  and  bless 

With  fruit  the  vines  that  round  the  thatch -eaves  run; 

To  bend  with  apples  the  mossed  cottage-trees, 

And  fill  all  fruit  with  ripeness  to  the  core; 

To  swell  the  gourd,  and  plump  the  hazel  shells 
With  a  sweet  kernel;  to  set  budding  more, 

And  still  more,  later  flowers  for  the  bees, 

Until  they  think  warm  days  will  never  cease, 

For  Summer  has  o’er-brimmed  their  clammy  cells. 

Or: 


It  is  a  beauteous  evening,  calm  and  free, 

The  holy  time  is  quiet  as  a  Nun 
Breathless  with  adoration;  the  broad  sun 
Is  sinking  down  in  its  tranquillity; 

The  gentleness  of  heaven  broods  o’er  the  Sea: 
Listen!  the  mighty  Being  is  awake, 

And  doth  with  his  eternal  motion  make 
A  sound  like  thunder — everlastingly. 


EXERCISE  4 

A  scholarly  study  has  shown  that  the  following  nouns  and  adjec¬ 
tives  are  among  those  most  frequently  used  by  English  poets  in  the 
past  five  hundred  years.  They  are  part  of  the  basic  vocabulary  of 
poetry.  How  many  of  them  possess  particularly  strong  emotional 
appeal  today ?  Why  are  these  so  Glled  with  suggestion ? 

good,  great,  day,  God,  heart,  king,  life,  lord,  love,  man,  thing,  time,  soul, 
youth,  long,  light,  snirit,  cruel,  dear,  fair,  high,  old,  poor,  sweet,  true, 
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beauty,  death,  eye,  fortune,  gold,  hand,  heaven,  lady,  night,  pain,  woe, 
word,  world,  earth,  bright,  dark,  happy,  new,  rich,  blood,  face,  fire,  grace, 
name,  nature,  power,  sin,  son,  sun,  tear,  year,  soft,  air,  friend,  joy,  divine, 
nature,  proud,  tender,  vain,  art,  breast,  fate,  flower,  head,  hour,  land, 
maid,  sky,  song,  virtue,  deep,  dim,  holy,  child,  dream,  father,  hope, 
mother,  prayer,  sea,  star,  white,  black,  green,  bird,  leaf,  moon,  nothing, 
stone,  tree,  water,  wind 


EXERCISE  5 

What  are  the  present  connotations  of  the  following  words?  To 
what  extent  do  your  answers  agree  with  those  of  others  in  the  class? 

Winston  Churchill,  sputnik,  brainwashing,  censorship,  security,  United 
Nations,  socialized  medicine,  minority  group,  Hitler,  concentration  camp, 
thermonuclear  warfare,  imperialism,  witch  hunt,  welfare  state,  inflation 

EXERCISE  6 

1.  What  reaction ,  if  any,  do  you  have  when  you  hear  the  name 
“Gwendolyn”?  Do  you  see  any  specific  picture  in  your  mind?  How 
can  you  account  for  it?  Try  the  same  experiment  with  “Elmer.” 

2.  What  personal  connotations  does  each  of  the  following  names 
have  to  you?  Do  your  reactions  match  those  of  others  in  the  class? 
Explain  why  they  do — or  don’t. 

Bill,  Will,  Willy,  William,  Billy 

Meg,  Margie,  Margaret,  Peg,  Peggy,  Marge 

EXERCISE  7 

What  do  the  following  words  or  phrases  connote  to  you  per¬ 
sonally? 

1.  serenade,  examination,  sandpaper,  romantic,  wryly,  skunk,  Inquisition, 
mangled,  primitive,  kiss,  trample,  messily,  slither,  mother,  doleful, 
crackle,  sunrise,  ostentatiously,  cooperate,  refresh,  bleak,  celestial, 
chocolate,  orchid,  gurgle,  midnight  oil,  crimson,  soggy,  space  man, 
cathedral 

2.  an  old  biddy,  an  old  fuddy-duddy,  a  smooth  operator,  a  campus  queen, 
a  junior  executive 

3.  Madison  Avenue,  Wall  Street,  the  Pentagon,  Shangri-La,  the  Kremlin, 
Main  Street,  Bali,  Sun  Valley,  San  Francisco,  Siberia,  the  Nile 
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Devote  paragraphs  to  several  of  these  words ,  describing ,  as  accu¬ 
rately  and  in  as  concrete  detail  as  possible ,  the  pictures  and  reactions 
that  are  evoked  in  your  mind  when  you  happen  to  encounter  each 
term.  Search  your  memory  for  the  personal  associations  and  ex¬ 
periences  that  have  resulted  in  the  word’s  present  cluster  of  con¬ 
notations. 


EXERCISE  8 

According  to  chronological  age ,  you  probably  are  one  of  those 
persons  who  can  be  described  as  a  teen-ager,  an  adolescent,  a  youth, 
a  juvenile,  a  guy,  or  a  gal.  Write  a  short  theme  analyzing  your  per¬ 
sonal  responses  to  these  words  as  they  apply  to  you.  Do  you  like  them 
or  dislike  them?  Why?  What  does  each  connote?  Are  there  any  other 
words  that  you  prefer  as  self-description? 


EXERCISE  Q 

To  most  people  the  following  words  have  more  or  less  pro¬ 
nounced  connotations.  Select  two  or  three  words  that  arouse  particu¬ 
larly  strong  reactions  in  you  and  devote  a  paragraph  to  each ,  explain¬ 
ing  why  the  word  affects  you  as  it  does. 

socialism 
puritanical 
liberal 
Jew 

capitalism 
atheism 

EXERCISE  lO 


working  class 

plagiarism 

chastity 

intolerance 

racial  integration 

conformity 


How  sensitive  to  connotative  values  are  you  in  your  own  writing? 
Take  one  of  the  subjects  listed  below  and  write  about  it,  at  whatever 
length  is  appropriate.  Your  sole  purpose  is  to  portray  it,  as  precisely 
and  vividly  as  you  can:  to  make  the  reader  share  the  sensations  (sight, 
sound,  touch,  odor)  that  you  have,  or  had.  The  best  way  to  perform 
this  exercise  is  to  write  it  as  soon  as  you  can,  in  as  good  a  form  as 
possible.  Then  put  it  out  of  sight  for  at  least  twenty-four  hours.  At  the 
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end  of  that  time ,  look  at  it  again ,  with  fresh  eyes.  Test  for  connota¬ 
tion  every  word  (noun,  adjective ,  verb ,  adverb)  that  has  descriptive 
force.  Check  the  dictionary  for  every  word  about  which  you  have  the 
slightest  doubt.  Try  to  find  better— that  is,  more  accurate— words. 
Then  rewrite  the  paper.  The  final  test  is:  Have  I  succeeded  in  com¬ 
municating  to  my  reader  the  true  nature  and  flavor  of  my  observation 
and  experience ? 

The  inside  of  a  good  restaurant  (or  of  a  restaurant  I’d  rather  die  than  go 
into  again) 

The  scene  of  a  bad  accident 

A  room  decorated  in  the  modern  manner  (or  a  '‘period”  room) 

A  barber  shop  (or  a  beauty  parlor) 

An  empty  auditorium 

The  city  room  in  a  newspaper  office 

A  small  shop  where  a  product  is  made  by  hand 

One  set  in  a  television  studio 

A  hen  house  (or  a  horse  barn) 

A  florist’s  shop  or  greenhouse 

The  latest  thing  in  motels  (or  a  run-down  tourist  court) 

An  old-fashioned  kitchen 

A  jet  airliner  (or  a  helicopter)  takes  off — with  me  inside 
Kickoff! 

Landing  a  big  one 
Stuck! 

Getting  awake  (or  coming  out  of  anesthesia) 

Sunrise  (or  sunset)  in - 

Then  the  lights  went  out 
A  sudden  storm 
Pursuit! 

The  time  I  knew  one’s  heart  could  be  in  one’s  mouth  (or  butterflies  can 
flutter  in  one’s  stomach) 

A  piece  of  antique  furniture 
A  modern  fire  truck 

A  prize-winning  animal  (dog,  shoat,  bull,  or  whatnot) 

The  contents  of  a  baker’s  shop  window 
The  cover  of  the  current  issue  of  a  magazine 
A  coin  machine  in  a  campus  hangout 
A  girl  behind  the  counter  in  the  five-and-ten 
A  super-sandwich  (or  a  super-sundae) 

A  much-used  telephone  booth 
A  man  in  a  white  coat 
An  example  of  “calendar  art” 
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Connotations  in  Advertising 

If  advertising  copywriters  were  less  skillful  masters  of  word  con¬ 
notations,  we  should  spend  far  less  money  than  we  do  on  the  products 
they  recommend.  They  know  how  to  cultivate  our  responses,  always 
evoking  pleasant  pictures,  making  us  yearn  for  what  we  lack— and  all 
without  our  being  aware  of  it.  They  also  have  a  formidable  list  of 
taboos— words  which  must  never  be  mentioned  because  they  have 
negative  connotations  of  one  sort  or  another.  In  advocating  the  pur¬ 
chase  of  a  product  because  (they  say)  it  doesn’t  cost  very  much,  they 
never  use  the  word  cheap:  cheap  connotes  shoddiness,  as  well  as 
pennypinching.  And  so  they  appeal  to  our  sense  of  thrift ,  which  is 
more  fashionable  perhaps  because  it  has  the  approval  of  Ben  Franklin, 
an  American  folk-hero.  In  promoting  a  large-size  package  of  their 
product,  they  call  it  the  economy  size — “You  save  when  you  buy  it!” 
Fat  is  never  used  except  in  reducing-course  ads;  you  can  never 
induce  a  woman  to  buy  a  dress  or  a  corset  by  calling  her  fat.  Instead 
there  are  dresses  for  the  larger  figure  or  the  mature  woman.  And  when 
it  is  a  matter  of  selling  pipe  tobacco,  perfume,  coffee,  or  even  Air- 
Wicks,  smell  is  absolutely  forbidden. 

It  is  not  hard  to  find  out  for  oneself  exactly  how  advertising 
language  works:  a  half-hour  with  one  or  two  current  magazines,  keep¬ 
ing  in  mind  the  evocative  powers  of  connotation,  will  supply  abun¬ 
dant  examples  of  the  way  in  which  a  product  is  always  presented  in 
the  most  enticing  light.  Here  are  a  few  instances  culled  at  random. 
In  brackets  are  inserted  alternative  words  which  the  writer  of  the 
advertisement  may  have  considered  and  then  rejected.  Can  you  ac¬ 
count  for  each  rejection— or  do  you  think  some  of  the  rejected  words 
might  have  been  more  effective? 

1.  Superb  craftsmanship  [talent,  know-how ,  proficiency] — achieved 
by  no  other  potters  [pottery  company,  china  makers ,  pottery 
manufacturers ] — fuses  Franciscan’s  strong  [tough,  durable ,  break- 
age-resistant]y  pearl-toned  [pearly,  pearl-colored],  china-body  with 
china  of  subtle  [ delicate ,  faint ,  hardly  perceptible]  nature  colors, 
then  encircles  them  with  gleaming  [shining,  bright ,  flashing] 
platinum.  Encanto  is  a  luxury  to  own — economy  [cheap,  thrifty , 
inexpensive]  to  buy. 
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2.  For  more  years  than  you  can  probably  remember,  women  have 
been  using  crisp  [ brittle ,  fragile],  perky  [/aunty,  sharp]  Heinz 
Pickles  to  tempt  lagging  appetites  [to  get  their  families  to  eat 
more ,  to  stimulate  hunger ]  .  .  .  and  spark  [spice  up,  give  zest  to] 
plain  economy  dishes  [ordinary  food ,  routine  meals]  with  a  cool, 
green  touch  of  spring!  We’ve  been  making  [putting  up,  bottling , 
processing]  pickles  the  same  careful  [precise,  meticulous ,  loving] 
way  for  over  80  years — using  treasured  [precious,  valuable]  home 
recipes,  pedigreed  [specially  developed,  cultivated]  cucumbers, 
our  own  fine  Heinz  Vinegar  and  rare  [out-of-the-way,  exotic, 
unusual],  fragrant  spices — and,  naturally,  most  people  like  Heinz 
Pickles  best!* 

3.  New  styling  [design,  shape]  plus  dramatic  advancements  [new 
features,  novelties ,  innovations]  in  exclusive  [our  very  own , 
unique ,  patented ]  “Unimatic  Construction”!  Gives  you  smooth- 
top  comfort  [is  comfortable,  feels  good ,  has  no  humps]  and 
healthfully  correct  support  [firmness,  solidity,  suspension ]!  Here 
is  sleep  at  its  most  refreshing  best  [finest,  soundest,  most  delect¬ 
able]  .  .  .  freed  at  last  from  the  uncomfortable  tenseness  and  ir¬ 
ritations  caused  by  old-fashioned  buttons  and  bumps.  The  rea¬ 
sons  for  this  are  as  sound  as  the  sleep  you  enjoy.  For  the  daring 
[audacity,  ingenuity,  bright  ideas]  of  Serta’s  engineers  [makers, 
draftsmen],  coupled  with  scientific  medical  research  [fresh  medi¬ 
cal  data,  knowledge  of  sleeping  habits ],  has  created  [made,  in¬ 
spired,  suggested]  this  ultra-modern  [new,  up-to-date ,  futuristic ] 
mattress  that  is  so  much  better  for  you  in  three  vital  [ important , 
noteworthy,  remarkable]  ways. 

4.  It’s  like  starting  life  all  over  again,  with  a  brand  new  complexion 
[facial  hue,  coloration ]!  Just  smooth  on  [apply,  rub  in]  a  few 
drops  with  your  fingertips  [fingers,  by  hand].  Pat  on  [follow  up 
with,  add]  powder.  You’ll  be  astounded  [startled,  surprised, 
thunderstruck]  at  the  change!  Your  skin  has  new  color,  a  finer 
[better,  improved,  closer-grained ]  texture  [surface,  feel],  a  glow¬ 
ing  [shining,  bright,  smoldering ]  look  you  thought  you’d  lost 
forever  [you’d  never  get  back,  you  were  too  old  to  regain]!! 

Obviously  the  precise  choice  of  words  a  writer  makes  depends  to 
a  great  extent  upon  the  audience  to  which  he  is  addressing  his  mes¬ 
sage.  Confronted  by  seven  possible  alternatives,  all  of  which  are  pleas¬ 
ing,  he  selects  the  one  which  in  his  practiced  estimation  will  be  most 
effective  with  the  particular  class  of  people  he  has  in  mind.  Thus  if 
he  is  writing  an  ad  intended  for  the  widely  diversified  readers  of  Time, 

*  Courtesy  of  H.  J.  Heinz  Company. 

t  Courtesy  of  Revlon  Products. 
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he  chooses  words  whose  connotations  would  most  affect  them;  but  if 
he  is  writing  an  ad  for  Harper's  Bazaar,  let  us  say,  or  Esquire,  his 
audience,  having  special  tastes,  will  be  moved  by  a  completely  dif¬ 
ferent  set  of  words.  We  shall  have  more  to  say  later  of  this  matter 
of  writing  for  a  specific  audience. 

All  this  is  very  interesting;  but  is  it  important?  The  answer  is 
a  decided  ‘‘Yes."  Assuming,  as  we  no  doubt  have  a  right  to  do,  that 
your  money  is  not  unlimited  and  that  you  like  to  get  as  much  as 
possible  for  it  when  you  spend  it:  how  many  times  in  the  course  of 
a  year  do  you  buy  something  on  the  strength  of  words,  rather  than 
on  the  actual  merits  of  the  product?  Perhaps  you  really  do  not  need 
it,  but  the  magic  words  of  the  advertiser  (luxurious  .  .  .  smart  .  .  . 
efficient  .  .  .  delicious  .  .  .  figure-flattering)  have  made  you  want  it  so 
badly  that  you  buy  it.  Or  perhaps  you  do  need  it;  but  why  buy  Brand 
A  instead  of  Brand  B,  which  is  indisputably  better?  Perhaps  Brand 
A's  advertising  writer  did  a  defter  job  with  words  (independent  lab¬ 
oratory  tests  have  proved  .  .  .  up-to-the-minute  smartness  .  .  .  match¬ 
less  flavor  .  .  .  super-swift ...  a  little  higher  in  price,  but  what  a  world 
of  difference  in  wearability  .  .  .  the  best-groomed  men  everywhere 
.  .  .).  But  how  much  that  is  really  worth  knowing  have  you  learned 
from  Brand  A's  advertisements?  Or  has  the  writer  been  playing  upon 
your  weak  spots— your  vanity,  your  envy  of  someone  else,  your  fear 
of  not  being  in  step  with  the  latest  fashions,  your  desire  for  greater 
personal  beauty  or  more  leisure  or  more  friends?  You  can  find  out, 
very  easily,  if  you  analyze  his  words  for  their  connotative  overtones. 


EXERCISE  11 

The  following  advertisement  appeared  in  The  New  Yorker— a 
magazine  read  by  people  in  the  uhigher  income  brackets.”  From  each 
group  of  alternatives ,  select  the  word  you  think  the  copywriter  chose. 

A  [ mixture ,  hodgepodge ,  concoction ,  blending ]  of  subtle  French  [skill, 
genius,  artistry ,  craftsmanship ]  with  the  [ intrepid ,  audacious ,  courageous , 
bold],  [ sprightly ,  vivacious ,  animated ,  peppy]  American  touch — this  ac¬ 
counts  for  its  very  [peculiar,  distinctive ,  special ,  unmistakable]  [style, 
character,  nature,  makeup].  [Bouncy,  Lively,  Buoyant,  Volatile],  dry  yet 
[intoxicating,  dizzying,  heady,  stimulating],  [indescribable,  defying  classi- 
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fication ,  too  wonderful  for  words,  unutterable],  Escapade  is — above  all — 
Adventure  in  [Odor,  Fragrance,  Perfume,  Aroma],  Eleven  Escapades  [in¬ 
tended,  contrived,  designed,  manufactured]  to  [solve  the  gift  problem 
for,  satisfy,  gratify,  please]  all  who  give,  [enchant,  stun,  hypnotize,  fasci¬ 
nate]  all  who  receive. 


EXERCISE  12 

How  informative  is  the  use  of  language  in  this  advertisement? 

Our  Famous  Hard  Water  Soap  is  carefully  compounded  to  the  original 
formula  brought  from  France  more  than  fifty  years  ago  by  John  Wana- 
maker.  It  combines  premium  fats  and  cocoanut  oil  with  nourishing  but¬ 
termilk,  and  is  pure  enough  for  a  baby’s  tender  skin.  It  is  economical 
because  it  is  hardmilled,  and  usable  right  down  to  the  last  sliver.  It  gives 
a  rich,  creamy  lather  in  either  hard  or  soft  water. 

EXERCISE  15 

Essay  assignment:  Analyze  a  group  of  current  advertisements  in 
one  held— cigarettes,  television  sets,  automobiles,  mens  or  women’s 
clothing ,  or  liquor — to  find  the  chief  selling  points  which  the  copy¬ 
writer  wishes  to  impress  upon  his  readers,  and  to  see  how  he  uses  lan¬ 
guage  to  make  them  wish  to  buy  his  product.  What  are  the  words  now 
most  fashionable  among  the  writers  of  advertisements  for  a  certain 
class  of  products?  How  much  testable  information  can  you  find  in 
each  advertisement? 


EXERCISE  14 

At  the  time  this  edition  of  Preface  to  Critical  Reading  was  being 
prepared,  these  were  some  of  the  coined  terms,  many  of  them  trade¬ 
marks,  used  in  advertising  campaigns.  How  much  connotative  value 
has  each? 

Cushionaire  (tires) 

Magic  Margin  (device  on  typewriters) 

Glide-Ride  suspension  (automobile  springs) 

Luxury  Lounge  interiors  (automobiles) 

Gardol  (“decay-fighter”  ingredient  in  toothpaste) 

Supersorb  (terry  cloth) 
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Chromspun  (fiber  for  swimming  suits  and  other  garments) 

Foam-Ease  (mattresses) 

Spiffy-Glo  (paints) 

Salt-Tang  Snack  Sticks 

Hair  Color  Bath  and  Color  Lift  (hair  dyes:  why  not  call  them  “hair  dyes” 
and  let  it  go  at  that?) 

Roll-a-Matic  (electric  shaver) 

Lustre-Creme  (shampoo) 


EXERCISE  15 


Write  an  advertisement  (50-200  words)  for  one  or  more  of  the 
following  products ,  selecting  for  their  connotative  value  words  and 
phrases  that  you  think  would  be  most  likely  to  make  the  reader  of  a 
magazine  like  the  Saturday  Evening  Post  want  to  buy  the  product. 
On  the  left  are  listed  the  specific  qualities  of  the  product  that  you 
want  to  emphasize;  on  the  right ,  the  nature  of  the  “ appeal ''  you  want 
to  make  to  the  reader.  You  may  add  whatever  specific  details  are 
necessary  to  complete  your  presentation. 


Car  A 

Smooth  ride,  easy  handling,  smart  styling 

Car  B 

Roomy  for  both  passengers  and  luggage,  saves 
on  gas,  high  trade-in  value 

Breakfast  cereal 

Nourishing 

Soap 

Kills  bacteria,  smells  good 


Mouthwash 


(Same  as  soap) 

Tire 

Tested  on  turnpikes,  25%  more  mileage, 
cheaper 

Cigarette 

The  tips  filter  out  more  tar;  good  taste 


Color  camera 

Easy  to  operate,  low  credit  terms 


Women  will  like  it. 
Men  will  like  it. 


Starts  day  off  right. 

Refreshing,  eliminates 
risk  of  embarrassment. 

(Same  as  soap) 

Safety,  economy. 


Smoking  is  fun,  and  you 
needn't  worry  about 
your  health,  either. 

It's  fun  to  take  pictures 
and  they'll  be  nice  to 
look  at  in  the  years 
ahead. 
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EXERCISE  1  6 

1.  A  newspaper  advertisement  announces  a  “monstrous  three-day 
fourth  of  July  celebration,  including  auto  and  horse  races , 
boxing  matches ,  band  concerts,  and  fireworks.  From  the  way  the 
caption  is  worded,  would  you  be  justified  in  expecting  something 
out  of  the  ordinary ? 

2.  A  highway  sign  tells  you  that  you  are  nearing  a  roadside  restaurant 
called  “the  chat  and  chew.”  Are  you  inclined  to  stop  there  for 
dinner? 

3.  A  sign  in  a  department  store  window  during  the  Christmas  season 
proclaims  “suggestive  toys.”  Why  do  so  many  people  stop  for  a 
closer  look?  How  should  the  sign  have  been  worded  so  as  to  con¬ 
vey  what  the  management  really  meant? 

4.  The  makers  of  soaps  and  detergents  have  long  been  famous  for  the 
ingenuity  they  have  spent  on  christening  their  products,  ever  since 
Old  Dutch  Cleanser  began  to  profit  from  the  popular  assump¬ 
tion  that  the  Dutch  are  particularly  spic-and-span  housekeepers. 
The  reason  for  adopting  some  current  brand  names,  like  Lestoil 
and  Mr.  Clean,  is  plain  enough.  But  why  Tide,  Joy,  Breeze,  Cheer, 
Duz,  and  Dreft?  And  what  are  the  connotative  qualities  in  some 
of  the  other  present-day  brand  names? 

5.  Why  does  an  aspirin  manufacturer  boast  that  his  product  has 
“ instant  Raking  action  ’  rather  than  that  it  “dissolves  fast’7? 
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Now  let  us  consider  the  reader  not  as  a  consumer,  a  buyer  of 
things  temptingly  advertised  in  the  magazines  and  on  television,  but 
as  a  citizen  of  a  free  society,  whose  personal  opinions,  when  joined 
with  those  of  millions  of  other  citizens,  constitute  public  opinion. 
Every  day  representative  men  and  women  of  America  are  being  inter¬ 
viewed  for  the  public  opinion  polls.  They  are  being  asked  what  they 
think  on  this  or  that  current  issue,  and  most  of  them  turn  out  to  have 
some  sort  of  view.  Where  and  how  do  they  get  their  opinions? 
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Public  opinion  is  being  formed  wherever  and  whenever  one  per¬ 
son  expresses  his  views  on  a  topic  to  someone  else.  Unless  the  hearer 
or  reader  has  already  made  up  his  mind  and  refuses  to  change  it  (in 
which  case  his  own  opinion,  whether  in  agreement  or  opposition,  will 
be  confirmed  simply  by  hearing  the  arguments  restated),  he  will  be 
influenced  by  what  he  is  told— and  thus  where  before  there  was  only 
one  man  who  believed  such  and  such,  now  there  are  two.  And  just  as 
is  the  case  with  commercial  advertising,  in  persuasion  designed  to 
make  someone  think  thus-and-so  about  a  public  issue,  the  emotion- 
producing  powers  of  words  are  a  vast  force  for  good  or  evil.*  Used  in 
one  way,  they  are  a  means  of  spreading  and  intensifying  the  basest 
sort  of  prejudice  and  bigotry;  used  in  another,  they  are  a  means  of 
stirring  the  human  spirit  to  heights  of  nobility  and  courage. 

We  wish  at  all  costs  to  avoid  the  suggestion  that  words,  used  for 
the  purpose  of  persuasion,  are  always  either  evil  or  empty.  Mankind 
would  never  have  risen  from  barbarism  had  there  not  constantly  been 
men— poets,  orators,  preachers— to  stir  it  to  action.  If  you  condemn 
all  persuasive  language  as  being  sinister  in  motive,  designed  to  make 
men  respond  to  hollow  symbols  rather  than  to  reality,  you  condemn 
a  great  body  of  our  finest  literature,  from  the  Old  Testament  prophets 
with  their  sulphurous  denunciations  of  a  godless  people  to  Winston 
Churchill's  speech  which  rallied  the  British  people  to  a  defense  of 
their  island  even  after  the  catastrophe  of  Dunkirk.  The  Welsh  hymn 
“Men  of  Harlech/'  Wordsworth's  sonnet  “Milton!  thou  shouldst  be 
living  at  this  hour,"  Milton's  A reopagitica,  Pericles'  funeral  oration, 
MacLeish's  “Lines  for  an  Interment,"  Hood's  “The  Song  of  the 
Shirt,"  John  of  Gaunt's  “This  England"  speech  in  Shakespeare's 
Richard  II— all  are,  in  one  way  or  another,  pieces  of  persuasion.  But 
they  are  all  on  a  high  plane;  they  are  designed  to  stir  men  to  positive, 
constructive  action  by  appealing  to  their  loftiest  emotions,  emotions 
of  pride  and  honor  and  courage  and  pity. 

But  much  persuasion  does  no  such  thing.  It  operates  on  a  much 
lower  plane,  reaching  into  those  regions  of  men's  spirits  which  harbor 
their  intolerance,  their  vanity,  their  hankering  for  superiority,  their 
suspicion  of  the  new  or  different,  their  jealousy,  their  fear.  All  of  us 
are  prejudiced;  we  dislike  certain  people,  certain  activities,  certain 

*  Nowadays,  to  be  sure,  photography  also  has  a  great  part  in  forming  and 
spreading  public  opinion — as  cartoons  have  had  for  almost  a  century  and  a  half. 
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ideas— in  many  cases,  not  because  we  have  reasoned  things  out  and 
found  a  logical  basis  for  our  dislike,  but  rather  because  those  people 
or  activities  or  ideas  affect  our  less  noble  instincts.  Of  course  there 
are  also  positive  prejudices,  by  which  we  approve  of  people  or  things— 
perhaps  because  they  please  our  lower  emotions  (vanity,  sense  of 
superiority,  and  so  forth)  or  perhaps  because  we  have  always  been 
taught  that  they  were  “good”  and  never  stopped  to  reason  why.  In 
either  case,  it  is  these  prejudices  and  biases,  irrational  and  unfair 
though  they  are,  which  words  can  and  do  arouse.  Two  principal 
means  by  which  this  is  accomplished  are  name-calling  and  the  use  of 
the  glittering  generality.  They  are  alike  in  that  they  depend  upon  the 
process  of  association,  by  which  one  idea  ( the  specific  person,  group, 
proposal,  or  situation  being  discussed)  receives  emotional  coloration 
from  another  idea  placed  close  by. 

Name-calling  is  the  device  of  arousing  an  unfavorable  response 
by  such  an  association.  There  is  a  whole  treasury  of  words  which  con¬ 
note  things  unpleasant  to  most  Americans:  un-American,  alien, 
Communist ,  fascist ,  bureaucratic,  dictator ,  subversive ,  rabble  rouser, 
totalitarianism ,  free  spending ,  agitator ,  leftist ,  reactionary ,  radical  are 
a  few  of  them.  If,  then,  a  speaker  or  writer  wishes  to  sway  his  audience 
against  a  person  or  party  or  principle,  he  will  often  use  such  terms  in 
his  persuasion.  “The  bill  now  before  Congress  is  un-American  and 
will  take  us  another  long  step  on  the  road  toward  totalitarianism.” 
“The  Republican  party  is  made  up  largely  of  smug,  diehard  reaction¬ 
aries.”  “The  Democratic  party  is  riddled  with  second-generation  New 
Dealers  and  radicals.”  Name-calling  is  found  in  every  argument,  on 
whatever  topic,  in  which  more  heat  than  light  is  generated.  “The 
preachers  who  want  to  padlock  the  movies  on  Sundays  are  strait-laced, 
blue-nosed  hypocrites  who  want  nothing  more  than  to  spoil  the  poor 
man’s  only  day  of  recreation.”  “The  liquor  dealers’  association  that  is 
agitating  for  the  emasculation  of  the  state  law  is  composed  of  rack¬ 
eteering  saloon  keepers  and  greedy  proprietors  of  dives  where  every 
sort  of  sin  and  debauchery  rages  unchecked;  every  one  of  them  is  an 
agent  of  Satan.”  Every  sentence  we  have  quoted  contains  words 
loaded  with  unpleasant  emotional  suggestion.  And  inevitably  their 
evil  connotations  spill  over  on  to  the  ideas  with  which  they  are  asso¬ 
ciated  and  hide  the  real  point  at  issue. 

The  glittering  generality,  on  the  other  hand,  involves  the  use  of 
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agreeable  connotations.  Most  people  automatically  react  favorably  to 
■such  words  and  phrases  as  American,  freedom ,  democracy,  national 
honor ,  patriotism ,  Constitution ,  statesman ,  human  rights ,  peace ,  lib - 
erty,  economy,  equal  opportunity,  prosperity,  and  higher  standard  of 
living.  Words  like  these  therefore  shed  a  pleasant  glow  upon  the  ideas 
with  which  they  are  associated.  ‘The  bill  now  before  Congress  is  based 
on  true  principles  of  American  democracy  and  will  provide  us  with 
a  strong  bulwark  against  alien  ways  of  life/'  “The  Republican  party 
is  the  party  of  men  and  women  united  for  the  preservation  of  private 
enterprise  and  the  right  to  earn  an  honest  living/'  “The  Democratic 
party  is  composed  of  practical  idealists  who  are  working  for  a  better 
America— a  land  of  peace,  prosperity,  and  security."  “The  ministers 
who  are  urging  Sunday  closing  are  honest,  unselfish  servants  of  God 
and  man,  who  have  at  heart  the  best  interests  of  the  community." 
“The  liquor  dealers'  association  that  is  recommending  the  liberaliza¬ 
tion  of  the  state  law  is  composed  of  substantial  taxpaying  citizens  who 
are  well  aware  that  their  success  depends  upon  the  maintenance  of 
order  and  decency  in  their  establishments."  In  every  sentence  occur 
words  designed  to  soothe  the  reader,  make  him  feel  good— and  incline 
him  to  accept  the  idea  which  the  words  so  agreeably  clothe. 

These  two  categories  in  no  way  exhaust  the  methods  by  which 
words  can  be  used  to  condemn  or  approve  without  reference  to  evi¬ 
dence  or  logic;  you  will  be  able  to  find  many  pieces  of  persuasion  in 
which  there  is  not  a  single  example  of  name-calling  or  a  glittering 
generality.  These  devices  have  been  singled  out  for  notice  because 
they  are  very  common  and  because  their  unfairness  is  so  easily  seen. 
(Several  more  devices  will  be  discussed  and  illustrated  in  Chapter 
Three.) 

The  irrationality  of  the  use  of  such  words  and  the  injustices— 
indeed,  the  grave  harm— that  result  from  it  can  be  illustrated  by  a 
brief  analysis  of  the  actual  process. 

The  speaker:  “Mr.  X  (a  government  official,  a  writer,  a  college 
professor,  an  artist,  a  scientist,  a  television  performer)  is  a  Commu¬ 
nist  sympathizer!" 

The  evidence:  None.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  Mr.  X,  while  a  man  of 
relatively  liberal  leanings  in  politics,  believes  firmly  in  the  soundness 
of  the  capitalistic  system,  disagrees  with  those  who  think  Russia's 
economic  and  political  system  is  better,  and  is  an  indisputably  loyal 
American. 
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The  man  in  the  crowd:  “I  don't  like  Communists.  You  say  this 
man  is  a  Communist?  All  right,  throw  him  out  of  his  job,  put  him 
in  jail,  send  him  to  Russia  where  he  belongs— anyway,  do  something 
about  him!" 

What  are  the  principal  errors  here?  One  is  that  the  speaker  calls 
Mr.  X  a  Communist  sympathizer  without  producing  any  evidence  to 
support  his  accusation;  a  second  is  that  the  listener  translates  “Com¬ 
munist  sympathizer"  into  the  more  blunt  “Communist" — a  very  com¬ 
mon  habit,  because  the  human  mind  loves  to  simplify,  distort,  and 
exaggerate;  a  third  is  that  the  listener  reacts  promptly  and  violently 
to  a  word,  without  stopping  to  ask  by  what  right  the  speaker  uses  it. 
What  does  Communist  mean  to  the  listener?  Plainly  it  has  some 
strong  and  unpleasant  connotation.  But  if  he  were  asked  to  explain 
why  the  word  touches  off  so  disagreeable  a  reaction,  he  might  turn 
out  to  have  only  the  vaguest  idea  of  what  Communist  stands  for. 
Several  years  ago,  reporters  from  the  Capital  Times ,  a  newspaper  in 
Madison,  Wisconsin,  asked  197  people  chosen  at  random,  “What 
is  a  Communist?"  Of  these  197  people,  123  admitted  that  they  didn't 
know.  Presumably  typical  of  the  latter  were  a  farmer  who  said,  “They 
are  no  good  to  my  notion.  I  can't  figure  out  what  they  are,"  and  a 
housewife  who  said,  “I  really  don't  know  what  a  Communist  is.  I 
think  they  should  throw  them  out  of  the  White  House."  (In  other 
words,  I  don't  know  what  Communists  are,  but  whatever  they  are, 
I’m  against  them.)  Of  those  who  attempted  a  definition,  a  stenog¬ 
rapher  said,  “If  a  person  didn't  have  a  religion  I  would  be  tempted 
to  believe  he  was  a  Communist";  a  high-school  student  said,  “A 
Communist  is  a  person  who  wants  war";  an  office  worker  said  that  a 
Communist  is  “anyone  that  stands  for  things  that  democracy  does 
not."  (By  this  last  bit  of  “reasoning,"  a  Communist  could  be  iden¬ 
tical  with  a  fascist.) 

To  every  thoughtful  person,  it  is  horrifying  that  so  many  people 
are  ready,  even  eager,  to  condemn  an  individual  or  party  or  philosophy 
on  the  strength  of  a  word  alone,  without  knowing  what  it  means,  or 
with  only  the  haziest  idea  of  its  meaning,  or  with  a  positively  wrong 
idea  of  its  meaning.  And  just  as  dangerous  to  the  successful  operation 
of  a  democracy  is  the  willingness  to  accept  an  unsupported  accusation. 
The  listener  quoted  above  may  have  substantial  reasons  for  hating 
Communists;  he  may  be  able  to  list,  on  request,  a  large  number  of 
perfectly  sound  arguments  against  Communism.  Yet  if  he  censures  a 
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man  on  someone's  mere  say-so,  he  is  as  unthinking  and  unjust  as  the 
people  in  Madison  who  admitted  they  didn't  know  what  a  Commu¬ 
nist  was  but  still  had  an  opinion  to  offer. 

The  above  example  has  been  chosen  merely  because  in  the  mid¬ 
dle  of  the  twentieth  century  the  Communist  issue  has  haunted 
America.  It  is  not  only  in  politics,  however,  but  in  every  sphere  of  life 
—on  campus,  in  factory,  office,  home— that  we  run  across  such  ground¬ 
less  denunciations  and  irrational  responses.  To  paste  a  ready-made 
label  on  a  bottle  is  far  easier  than  going  to  the  trouble  of  analyzing 
its  contents. 

Try  the  same  procedure  with  the  second  device,  the  glittering 
generality. 

The  candidate:  “We  must  protect  our  sacred  heritage,  the  Ameri¬ 
can  way  of  life!" 

First  listener  (a  factory  machine  operator):  “Good  stuff!  Ameri¬ 
can  way  of  life— high  wages,  profits  of  big  business  limited  by  taxation, 
monopolies  forbidden,  labor  unions  protected  by  law,  equal  oppor¬ 
tunity  for  all,  nobody  too  rich,  nobody  too  poor  .  .  .  I'll  vote  for  him!" 

Second  listener  (owner  of  a  small  factory):  “My  sentiments  ex¬ 
actly!  American  way  of  life— government  keeps  its  hands  off  business, 
no  excess  profits  tax,  labor  unions  kept  in  hand  by  restrictive  laws.  If 
a  man  has  the  brains  and  the  aggressiveness  he  can  make  a  million 
dollars  and  it'll  be  his  own  .  .  .  I'll  vote  for  him!" 

Who  is  going  to  be  disappointed  after  the  candidate  takes  office 
and  begins  making  decisions  on  specific  issues?  He  cannot  serve  two 
masters;  yet  both  voted  for  him  because  he  favored  what  they  favored 
—a  vague  phrase  which  was  bound  to  please  them,  so  long  as  it  re¬ 
mained  undefined.  The  simple,  devastating  test  to  apply  to  every  such 
word  or  phrase,  so  agreeable,  so  unexceptionably  fine,  is  this:  What 
in  particular  does  it  mean  to  the  person  who  utters  it?  Is  the  idea  as 
beautiful  in  practice  as  it  looks  on  paper?  Would  you  agree  with  the 
sentiment  if  you  knew  the  specific  things  the  man  proposes  to  do? 
The  peril  in  all  such  easygoing  use  of  language  is  a  lack  of  definition, 
which  allows  the  emotions  and  prejudices  free  play.  Wrenched  loose 
from  what  it  “stands  for"— its  strict  dictionary  definition— or  from 
specific  applications,  a  word  can  be  used  indiscriminately. 

When,  as  is  often  the  case  with  terms  used  in  name-calling  and 
the  glittering  generality,  a  word  refers  to  a  large  and  variegated  group 


CONNOTATIONS  IN  POLITICAL  PERSUASION  *  2Q 


of  people,  it  can  be  used  with  equal  effectiveness  to  condemn  or  to 
praise,  depending  on  the  writer's  motive.  Management  is  a  typical 
dual-purpose  word.  Someone  writing  from  the  viewpoint  of  militant 
labor  might  use  it  in  the  expectation  of  arousing  a  negative  reaction, 
stemming  from  its  suggestion  of  the  predatory,  public-be-damned, 
"robber  baron"  capitalism  of  the  nineteenth  century;  another  writer, 
however,  might  adopt  it  to  evoke  the  favorable  connotations  asso¬ 
ciated  with  the  modern  enlightened  businessman  who  has  a  highly 
developed  sense  of  responsibility  toward  employees  and  public  alike. 
Again,  what  is  labor?  A  clique  of  racketeering  union  bosses,  with 
criminal  convictions  in  their  past  and  no  doubt  also  in  their  future, 
or  impeccably  honest  and  intelligent  leaders  who  are  devoted  to 
the  welfare  of  the  rank  and  file?  Or  what  is  the  medical  profession ? 
A  great  group  of  dedicated  humanitarians,  typified  by  the  hard¬ 
working  family  doctor*  who  uncomplainingly  makes  house  calls  at 
three  o'clock  in  the  morning  and  often  neglects  to  send  a  bill,  or  a 
tightly  knit  organization  of  high-priced  specialists  who  operate  as¬ 
sembly-line  offices,  hide  out  from  their  patients  at  exclusive  country 
clubs,  and  support  a  formidable  lobby  against  socialized  medicine? 
Everything  hinges  on  who  uses  the  term,  and  why. 

This  is  not  to  say  that  so-called  "omnibus"  words  are  useless. 
On  the  contrary,  they  are  indispensable,  because  otherwise  we  could 
not  talk  about  large  entities  such  as  parties,  religions,  institutions, 
philosophies.  But  the  obligation  of  the  intelligent  man  and  woman  is 
plain  and  urgent.  Everyone  must  get  into  the  habit  of  responding  not 
to  the  prejudices  a  word  evokes  but  to  the  specific  ideas  behind  it. 
If  he  takes  the  trouble  to  inquire  what  those  ideas  really  are,  he  may 
well  respond  in  a  manner  quite  different  from  the  one  that  his  first 
impulse  seemed  to  demand. 


EXERCISE  17 

Analyze  the  following  passage  for  appeals  to  prejudice  rather  than 
to  reason ,  and  explain  in  detail  why  an  intelligent  reader  or  listener 
would  refuse  to  be  swayed  by  such  methods  of  persuasion: 

*  Why  is  the  term  family  doctor  used  here  rather  than  general  practitioner ? 
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My  fellow  citizens,  strange  as  the  words  may  sound  coming  from  one  who 
has  no  greater  pride  than  that  which  springs  from  his  life-long  devotion 
to  the  ideals  of  the  Democratic  party,  in  a  way  it  has  been  a  blessing  in 
disguise  for  us  to  be  out  of  office.  Now  the  country  has  had  a  bitter  but 
eye-opening  taste  of  what  Republican  rule  means.  The  events  of  the  past 
few  years  have  exposed  with  the  pitiless  spotlight  of  truth  the  emptiness 
and  hypocrisy  of  the  promises  foisted  on  the  people  by  the  New  York 
advertising  men  who  have  been  the  GOP’s  propaganda  hirelings. 

Instead  of  the  forward-looking,  dynamic  action — end  quote — that 
the  slick-penned  sloganeers  promised  during  the  last  campaign,  we  have 
witnessed  reaction — reaction  that  has  saddled  us  with  the  kind  of  govern¬ 
ment  we  once  thought  had  ended  forever  in  the  Coolidge-Hoover  era — 
government  by  and  for  the  privileged  few.  The  GOP  still  lives  in  the 
horse-and-buggy  days,  even  though  it  rides  around  in  Cadillacs. 

The  babble,  bungle,  and  muddle  in  Washington  is  incredible.  Faith¬ 
ful  public  servants,  career  people  who  had  long  experience  in  administer¬ 
ing  government  affairs  efficiently  and  economically,  with  favoritism  toward 
none,  have  been  shoved  out  to  make  room  for  high-paid  executives  from 
our  giant  corporations.  As  you  and  I  know  full  well,  you  can't  run  a 
government  the  same  way  you  run  a  big  business.  It  takes  special  talents 
of  the  sort  that  thousands  of  loyal  Democrats  possess.  But  those  talents 
aren’t  being  used.  No  wonder  we  have  government  by  confusion. 

You  are  hard-working  laboring  people,  the  backbone  and  sinews  of 
the  nation.  What  have  the  Republicans  done  for  the  common  man?  Have 
they  ever  welcomed  union  leaders  into  their  councils?  Have  they  repealed 
the  Taft-Hartley  slave  labor  law?  Have  they  cut  your  taxes,  while  they 
slashed  the  tax  rates  for  those  who  live  in  the  lap  of  luxury  from  divi¬ 
dends,  dividends  made  possible  by  the  sweat  of  your  brow? 

You  are  the  people  who  have  come  from  the  melting  pot  that  has 
made  America  the  greatest  nation  on  earth.  Our  names  may  be  Italian 
or  Polish  or  Greek  or  Czech,  but  above  all,  you  and  I,  every  one  of  us 
gathered  here  tonight,  are  Americans.  We  share  a  precious  common  her¬ 
itage  of  the  country’s  natural  resources — the  vast  and  magnificent  forests, 
the  rushing  streams,  the  awe-inspiring  national  parks.  They  are  the  God- 
given  possession  of  the  people.  But  the  Republicans  have  done  their  best 
to  aid  and  abet  one  of  the  most  shameless  grabs  in  American  history.  They 
have  given  away  these  priceless  assets  for  the  exploitation  of  the  predatory 
lumber  and  power  interests,  whose  greed  for  huge  profits  at  public  ex¬ 
pense  grew  all  the  keener  through  the  years  when  they  were  kept  at  bay 
by  the  enlightened  power  and  conservation  policies  of  our  great  leaders, 
Franklin  D.  Roosevelt  and  Harry  S.  Truman. 

Now  is  the  time  to  redeem  America  from  the  money-changers.  We 
must  replace  the  men  who  swing  the  golf  clubs  with  men  who  are  ready 
and  able  to  wield  new  brooms — brooms  that  will  clean  out  the  mess  in 
Washington.  This  is  our  shining  moment  of  opportunity.  Only  under  a 
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Democratic  administration  can  our  beloved  country  move  onward  to  a 
brighter  future  of  peace  and  plenty. 

EXERCISE  l8 

In  the  discussion  on  pages  23-29  the  comparatively  neutral  word 
persuasion  was  used  instead  of  propaganda,  a  “loaded”  word  that 
probably  would  have  aroused  prejudices  in  your  mind  and  thus  would 
have  unfairly  affected  your  response  to  what  was  being  said.  But  it  is 
necessary  always  to  remember  that ,  as  a  book  on  How  to  Understand 
Propaganda  says,  “Propaganda  is  not  all  lies.  It  can  be  the  simple 
truth.  It  can  be  safe  or  dangerous.  By  all  odds ,  the  thing  that  should 
concern  the  consumer  is  the  way  he  permits  himself  to  react  to  propa¬ 
ganda.” 

1.  Exactly  what  connotations  does  propaganda  have  for  you?  Look¬ 
ing  back  on  your  experience  with  the  word  and  what  it  represents, 
how  can  you  account  for  your  present  attitude ?  What  is  the 
word's  denotation? 

2.  Collect  some  current  examples  of  “good”  and  “bad”  propaganda. 
(Don't  forget  that  propaganda  is  in  no  way  confined  to  political 
persuasion.  It  may  be  used  in  behalf  of ,  or  against ,  any  cause — 
from  world  calendar  reform  to  temperance.)  What  standards  do 
you  use  in  classifying  each  example  as  “good”  or  “bad”:  your  per¬ 
sonal  attitude  toward  the  subject  discussed ,  your  estimate  of  the 
fairness  or  unfairness  of  the  methods  the  propagandist  uses,  or 
both? 

3.  This  book  is  itself  a  piece  of  propaganda.  I11  what  sense?  Is  it 
“good”  or  “bad”? 


EXERCISE  IQ 

Make  a  list  of  the  catchwords  and  catch-phrases  most  in  favor 
with  propagandists  at  the  moment.  If  a  political  campaign  is  going  on, 
what  are  the  terms  most  used  to  praise  or  condemn  a  candidate  or 
party? 


EXERCISE  20 


Write  a  short  article ,  perhaps  in  the  form  of  a  newspaper  edi- 
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tonal,  setting  forth  as  persuasively  as  you  can  the  argument  for  some 
cause  in  which  you  believe.  (Examples:  the  Republican  or  Democratic 
side  in  the  present  campaign;  the  “de-emphasis”  of  football;  the 
United  States'  withdrawal  from  the  United  Nations,  censorship  of 
motion  pictures;  lowering  of  the  voting  age  to  eighteen.)  After  you 
have  written  and  polished  the  essay,  make  a  list  of  the  “loaded”— 
prejudice-stirring— words  you  have  used.  If  you  cut  them  out  and 
substituted  neutral  terms,  how  much,  if  anything,  would  your  argu¬ 
ment  gain  in  effectiveness  and  in  honesty ? 

EXERCISE  21 

In  political  argument,  as  well  as  in  other  spheres  of  debate,  the 
same  thing  is  called  by  different  names ,  depending  on  whether  one  is 
for  or  against  it.  Illustrate  this  by  writing  two  paragraphs,  with  ap¬ 
propriately  slanted  language,  on  a  proposal  to  outlaw  the  closed  shop: 
one  in  favor  of  the  “right-to-work  law,”  the  other  attacking  the  “slave 
labor  bill.”  Try  the  same  thing  with  a  proposal  to  outlaw  retail  dis¬ 
counts  on  certain  merchandise.  When  you  are  for  it,  call  it  the  “ fair¬ 
trade-practices  act”;  when  you  are  against  it,  the  “price-fixing  law.” 

EXERCISE  22 

Several  times  in  the  preceding  discussion,  when,  for  example,  we 
were  talking  about  the  connotations  of  words  like  capitalist,  Commu¬ 
nist,  labor,  and  management,  we  were  actually  discussing  “stereo¬ 
types”:  that  is,  mental  images  of  certain  races,  nationalities,  social 
classes,  or  professions  that  are  based  on  oversimplification ,  mis  un¬ 
derstanding,  and  handed-down  prejudice.  Thus  the  mention  of  a  cer¬ 
tain  group,  or  one  of  its  members,  automatically  arouses  in  us  a  ready- 
made  response.  The  fact  that  our  minds  are  crowded  with  stereotypes, 
whose  presence  discourages  us  from  reacting  rationally  and  open- 
mindedly  when  we  are  called  upon  to  form  opinions,  is  responsible  for 
much  of  the  intolerance  and  unfounded  bias  that  troubles  modern 
society.  By  keeping  always  aware  of  the  process  by  which  a  word  can 
touch  off  illogical  prejudice,  we  can  help  prevent  the  spread  of  igno¬ 
rance  and  bigotry. 
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This  exercise  will  help  you  sharpen  your  realization  of  your  own 
stereotyped  responses.  Write  descriptive  paragraphs  on  some  of  the 
following  people— not  as  individuals  but  as  typifying  a  certain  class. 
Exactly  what  sort  of  person  ( appearance ,  manner ,  ideas ,  and  so  on) 
do  you  visualize  in  each  case ?  To  what  extent  do  you  think  your  re¬ 
sponse  to  the  term  is  derived  from  your  experience  with  actual  per¬ 
sons ,  and  to  what  extent  is  it  a  hand-me-down  reaction ,  acquired 
simply  by  noticing  how  other  people  respond? 

1.  A  Texan,  a  Frenchman,  a  Russian,  an  Italian,  a  Japanese,  a  German, 
a  Down-East  Yankee,  a  Southerner  (from  the  Deep  South),  a  New 
Yorker 

2.  A  top  sergeant,  a  union  organizer,  a  truck  driver,  a  car  hop,  a  clergy¬ 
man,  a  newspaper  reporter,  a  poet,  a  pacifist,  an  egghead 

3.  A  member  of:  the  White  Citizens'  Council,  the  National  Association 
for  the  Advancement  of  Colored  People,  the  Rotary  Club,  the  Ameri¬ 
can  Legion,  the  Parent-Teachers'  Association,  the  Daughters  of  the 
American  Revolution,  the  Roman  Catholic  Church,  the  Society  of 
Friends  (Quakers),  the  Ladies'  Aid  Society,  the  Woman's  Christian 
Temperance  Union,  the  Moose,  the  Republican  party,  the  Democratic 
party,  the  National  Association  of  Manufacturers 


Connotations  in  Literature 

When  we  turn  from  these  aspects  of  practical  persuasion  to 
imaginative  writing— poetry,  drama,  fiction,  and  the  rest— our  duty  as 
intelligent  readers  is  quite  different.  Here  the  writer  usually  has  no  ax 
to  grind,  no  product  to  sell,  no  vote  to  win,  no  policy  to  put  over.  His 
intention  is  not  to  deceive;  on  the  contrary,  it  is  to  offer  his  readers  a 
vivid  experience,  the  essence  of  which  is  the  transmutation  of  life,  of 
actuality,  into  an  imaginative  adventure.  He  may  wish  to  present  be¬ 
fore  our  inward  eye  a  person  or  a  scene  that  he  himself  has  either 
actually  witnessed  or  imagined,  and  to  present  it  with  as  much  color 
and  credibility  and  meaningfulness  as  he  can;  or  he  may  wish  to  play 
upon  our  emotions,  so  as  to  make  us  feel  as  he  has  felt  concerning 
love  or  death  or  courage  or  religious  devotion;  or  he  may  wish  to 
communicate  an  intellectual  idea  to  us  so  forcefully  that  we  can¬ 
not  help  apprehending  its  truth.  Whatever  the  writer's  precise 
intention  as  an  observer  and  interpreter  of  life,  one  of  the  chief  means 
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by  which  he  makes  us  see  and  hear  and  think  and  feel  with  him  is 
the  skillful  use  of  word-connotations.  And  now,  instead  of  being  on 
guard  against  deception,  we  must  become  completely  receptive  to  the 
subtleties  of  language,  allowing  them  to  sway  us  as  the  author  desires. 

A  great  part  of  the  pleasure  of  reading  poetry  is  due  to  the  man¬ 
ner  in  which  the  poet  is  able  to  crowd  the  reader’s  mind  with  a  rapid 
series  of  impressions,  which  the  poet  may  select  and  control  in 
order  to  produce  a  single  powerful  effect.  In  the  "Calais  Beach”  sonnet 
quoted  in  part  on  page  14,  Wordsworth  seeks  to  produce  the  single 
impression  of  quietness  and  serenity,  and  he  does  so  by  the  conscious 
selection  of  words  which  connote  those  qualities.  Sometimes,  too,  the 
poet  relies  upon  the  connotativeness  of  words  to  transport  his  reader 
from  the  world  of  actuality  into  a  realm  of  the  pure  imagination,  a 
never-never  land  of  magical  fascination  created  solely  by  language: 

In  Xanadu  did  Kubla  Khan 
A  stately  pleasure-dome  decree: 

Where  Alph,  the  sacred  river,  ran 
Through  caverns  measureless  to  man 
Down  to  a  sunless  sea. 

So  twice  five  miles  of  fertile  ground 
With  walls  and  towers  were  girdled  round: 

And  there  were  gardens  bright  with  sinuous  rills. 

Where  blossomed  many  an  incense-bearing  tree; 

And  here  were  forests  ancient  as  the  hills, 

Enfolding  sunny  spots  of  greenery. 

But  oh!  that  deep  romantic  chasm  which  slanted 
Down  the  green  hill  athwart  a  cedarn  cover! 

A  savage  place!  as  holy  and  enchanted 
As  e’er  beneath  a  waning  moon  was  haunted 
By  woman  wailing  for  her  demon-lover! 

Often  a  single  line  or  two  may  contain  a  wealth  of  suggestive¬ 
ness.  To  one  who  knows  the  story  of  the  fall  of  Troy,  Marlowe’s  lines 

Was  this  the  face  that  launched  a  thousand  ships, 

And  burnt  the  topless  towers  of  Ilium? 

contain  all  the  emotional  values  implicit  in  the  story  of  a  beautiful 
woman  for  whose  love  a  civilization  was  almost  destroyed.  Or  take  a 
minute  to  study  the  manner  in  which  the  connotations  of  the  separate 
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words  in  such  a  passage  as  this  merge  to  produce  a  simple  but  powerful 
emotional  effect: 


Your  low  voice  tells  how  bells  of  singing  gold 
Would  sound  through  twilight  over  silent  water. 

Of  course  it  is  not  only  the  poet  who  makes  constant  use  of 
word-connotations.  The  writer  of  imaginative  prose  uses  them  just  as 
often,  and  for  the  same  reasons.  Here  is  a  brief  excerpt  from  Van 
Wyck  Brooks's  The  Flowering  of  New  England ,  in  which  the  writer, 
by  presenting  a  succession  of  connotative  images,  evokes  the  flavor  of 
a  particular  time  and  place  in  history: 

The  Cambridge  flowers  had  a  moral  meaning,  as  good  New  Eng¬ 
land  flowers  ought  to  have;  but  they  had  a  poetical  meaning  that 
was  even  more  apparent.  So  did  the  sounds  one  heard  on  summer 
evenings,  the  bells  of  the  cows  ambling  home  at  twilight,  the  lullaby 
of  the  crickets  in  early  autumn,  the  hymns  of  the  frogs,  in  spring,  in 
some  neighbouring  swamp,  not  to  speak  of  the  creaking  of  the  winter 
wood-sleds,  dragging  their  loads  of  walnut  over  the  complaining 
snow.  Every  sound  and  odour  had  its  value.  One  heard  the  carpenter 
smoothing  his  knotty  boards,  and  the  whips  of  the  four-horse  coaches 
rattling  by;  one  heard  the  ticks  in  the  joints  of  the  old  bedsteads; 
one  smelt  the  salt  of  the  sea  in  the  summer  breeze.  What  a  store  of 
allusions  and  similes,  drawn  from  the  homely  facts  of  his  daily  living, 
a  Cambridge  boy  might  pack  into  his  poems! 

The  importance  of  connotation  in  imaginative  literature  is  illus¬ 
trated  by  a  paraphrase  of  a  familiar  lyric  by  Shelley.  Note  that  the 
paraphrase  closely  reproduces  the  denotations  contained  in  the  origi¬ 
nal— it  “means"  the  same.  But  the  emotional  qualities,  supplied  by 
words  of  rich  and  colorful  associations,  have  completely  evaporated. 
What  is  left  is  a  dull,  drab  string  of  words. 


(a) 

My  soul  is  an  enchanted  Boat, 

Which,  like  a  sleeping  swan, 
doth  float 

Upon  the  silver  waves  of  thy  sweet 
singing; 

And  thine  doth  like  an  Angel 
sit 


(b) 

My  inner  self  resembles  a  marine 
craft  under  a  spell, 

Which,  like  a  dormant  member  of 
the  subfamily  Cygnin ae  of  ducks, 
is  suspended 

On  the  light-reflecting  grayish 
undulations  of  your  agreeable 
vocalism; 

And  yours  is  seated  like  a  super¬ 
natural  being 
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Beside  the  helm  conducting  it, 

Whilst  all  the  winds  with  melody 
are  ringing. 

It  seems  to  float  ever,  for  ever, 

Upon  that  many-winding 
river, 

Between  mountains,  woods, 
abysses, 

A  Paradise  of  wildernesses! 


Till,  like  one  in  slumber  bound, 
Borne  to  the  ocean,  I  float,  down, 
around, 

Into  a  sea  profound,  of  ever- 
spreading  sound. 


(f>) 

Next  to  the  steering  apparatus 
guiding  it, 

While  all  the  air  currents  rever¬ 
berate  with  a  pleasant  succession 
of  sounds. 

It'  appears  to  remain  perma¬ 
nently,  yes  permanently,  on  the 
surface 

Of  that  circuitous  water-filled 
channel, 

Between  rocky  elevations,  dense 
arboreal  growths,  precipitous 
gaps, 

A  euphoria-producing  but  imagi¬ 
nary  area  comprising  unculti¬ 
vated  tracts! 

Until,  like  a  hypnotized  individual. 

Transported  to  a  large  body  of 
saline  H20,  I  proceed,  simulta¬ 
neously  dropping  and  spinning, 

Into  (metaphorically  speaking)  an 
aqueous  region  of  considerable 
depth,  made  up  of  interminably 
diffusing  auditory  sensations. 


What  we  are  doing  here  is  simply  restating,  from  a  new  point 
of  view,  what  is  stressed  over  and  over  again  in  every  course  in  English 
composition:  wherever  possible,  select  words  which  are  concrete  and 
particular,  which  evoke  vivid  responses  in  your  reader's  consciousness. 
Only  when  you  do  this  are  you  able  to  draw  upon  the  rich  storehouse 
of  word-connotations.  When  you  neglect  this  advice,  your  writing 
inevitably  is  pale  and  dull;  it  fails  to  stir  the  reader.  When  you  follow 
this  advice,  your  writing  can  be  so  persuasive  that  the  reader  cannot 
help  heeding  what  you  have  to  say. 


EXERCISE  23 

Analyze  the  connotative  power  of  the  following  passages: 

1.  When  icicles  hang  by  the  wall, 

And  Dick  the  shepherd  blows  his  nail, 

And  Tom  bears  logs  into  the  hall, 
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And  millc  comes  frozen  home  in  pail, 

When  blood  is  nipped,  and  ways  be  foul, 

Then  nightly  sings  the  staring  owl: 

“Tu-whit,  tu-who!”  a  merry  note, 

While  greasy  Joan  doth  keel  the  pot. 

When  all  aloud  the  wind  doth  blow, 

And  coughing  drowns  the  parson’s  saw. 

And  birds  sit  brooding  in  the  snow, 

And  Marian’s  nose  looks  red  and  raw, 

When  roasted  crabs  hiss  in  the  bowl, 

Then  nightly  sings  the  staring  owl: 

“Tu-whit,  tu-who!”  a  merry  note, 

While  greasy  Joan  doth  keel  the  pot. 

2.  It  is  common  knowledge  that  water  may  exist  in  three  very  different 
physical  states,  namely,  gaseous,  liquid,  and  solid.  Existence  in  all 
these  three  states  is  not  peculiar  to  water  but  is  the  common  behavior 
of  the  great  majority  of  substances.  Experiment  has  shown  that  every 
substance,  whether  element  or  compound,  tends  to  pass  into  the 
gaseous  state  if  its  temperature  is  raised  sufficiently,  although  it  is  not 
always  possible  actually  to  bring  about  such  a  change.  In  some  cases 
the  temperature  required  is  so  high  that  it  cannot  be  obtained  by 
laboratory  methods;  in  others,  the  substance  decomposes  before  the 
required  temperature  is  reached. 

3.  Standing  on  our  microscopic  fragment  of  a  grain  of  sand,  we  attempt 
to  discover  the  nature  and  purpose  of  the  universe  which  surrounds 
our  home  in  space  and  time.  Our  first  impression  is  something  akin 
to  terror.  We  find  the  universe  terrifying  because  of  its  vast  mean¬ 
ingless  distances,  terrifying  because  of  its  inconceivably  long  vistas  of 
time  which  dwarf  human  history  to  the  twinkling  of  an  eye,  terrifying 
because  of  our  extreme  loneliness,  and  because  of  the  material  in¬ 
significance  of  our  home  in  space — a  millionth  part  of  a  grain  of  sand 
out  of  all  the  sea-sand  in  the  world.  But  above  all  else,  we  find  the 
universe  terrifying  because  it  appears  to  be  indifferent  to  life  like 
our  own:  emotion,  ambition  and  achievement,  art  and  religion  all 
seem  equally  foreign  to  its  plan. 

4.  North  of  Cambridge  lie  the  Fens.  The  sea  from  which  they  arose  laps 
at  their  northern  boundaries  and  north  and  east  great  rivers  lazily 
wind  across  them,  drawing  black  cattle  to  drink  among  the  sedges 
at  their  brink.  This  land  would  be  one  of  silence,  were  it  not  for 
the  innumerable  company  of  larks,  of  bittern,  coot  and  moorhen,  of 
sedge  warblers  and  reed  sparrows,  which  ever  provides  it  with  a 
faint  and  not  discordant  music.  In  summer  it  is  still,  as  the  monk 
William  of  Huntingdon  remembered  it,  a  land  of  clouds  and  orchards 
and  golden  corn.  Yet  it  is  so  only  by  right  of  battle  waged  ceaselessly 


[keel:  cool,  skim] 
[saw:  preaching] 
[crabs:  crabapples] 
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by  its  inhabitants  against  the  invading  armies  of  water.  Whenever 
civilisation  has  receded — when  Roman  legion  fell  back  or  monastery 
bell  was  silenced — the  waters  have  taken  back  their  own.  Salt  tides 
have  swept  in  with  the  winter  gales  through  forsaken  walls,  and  the 
rivers  have  flowed  out,  cold  and  remorseless,  over  the  fields  and  houses 
of  man. 

5.  One  could  not  have  passed  him  on  the  street  without  feeling  his  great 
physical  force  and  his  imperious  will.  Not  much  taller  than  the 
Bishop  in  reality,  he  gave  the  impression  of  being  an  enormous  man. 
His  broad  high  shoulders  were  like  a  bull  buffalo’s,  his  big  head  was 
set  defiantly  on  a  thick  neck,  and  the  full-cheeked,  richly  colored, 
egg-shaped  Spanish  face — how  vividly  the  Bishop  remembered  that 
face!  It  was  so  unusual  that  he  would  be  glad  to  see  it  again;  a  high, 
narrow  forehead,  brilliant  yellow  eyes  set  deep  in  strong  arches,  and 
full,  florid  cheeks, — not  blank  areas  of  smooth  flesh,  as  in  Anglo-Saxon 
faces,  but  full  of  muscular  activity,  as  quick  to  change  with  feeling 
as  any  of  his  features.  His  mouth  was  the  very  assertion  of  violent,  un¬ 
curbed  passions  and  tyrannical  self-will;  the  full  lips  thrust  out  and 
taut,  like  the  flesh  of  animals  distended  by  fear  or  desire. 


EXERCISE  24 

i .  The  power  of  connotation  is  further  illustrated  in  the  selection  of 
titles  for  books.  What  does  each  of  the  following  titles  suggest  to 
you  about  the  dominant  feeling  or  tone  of  the  book  to  which 
it  refers? 


All  the  King's  Men 
Winteiset 
The  Newcomes 
This  Side  of  Paradise 
North  of  Boston 
Brave  New  World 
The  Grapes  of  Wrath 
Gone  With  the  Wind 


The  Heart  Is  a  Lonely  Hunter 
A  Stillness  at  Appomattox 
The  Plough  and  the  Stars 
Remembrance  of  Things  Past 
Death  of  a  Salesman 
The  Autocrat  of  the  Breakfast  Table 
Death  Be  Not  Proud 
Passions  Spin  the  Plot 


(Often,  as  is  true  of  more  than  half  a  dozen  examples  in  the  above 
list ,  book  titles  are  quotations  from  earlier  literature ,  perhaps  a 
phrase  from  a  poem.  The  meaning  of  the  whole  book  becomes 
clearer  to  us  if  we  recognize  the  context  from  which  the  title 
comes.  For  instance ,  the  title  of  Thackeray  s  Vanity  Fair  is  rela¬ 
tively  meaningless  unless  we  grasp  the  connotations  the  phrase 
acquired  in  Bunyans  Pilgrim’s  Progress.) 
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2.  Pay  a  visit  to  your  bookstore ,  browse  along  the  shelves ,  and  make 
a  list  of  recently  published  books  whose  titles  strike  you  as  being 
especially  attractive  or  memorable.  In  an  essay,  analyze  as  accu¬ 
rately  as  you  can  the  connotations  of  some  of  these  titles  and  specu¬ 
late  on  the  reasons  why  the  author  or  publisher  decided  upon 
such  titles. 


3.  Certain  novelists  and  playwrights  have  had  the  habit  of  giving 
their  characters  names  that  help  the  reader  decide  what  sort  of 
people  they  are.  What  descriptive  value  do  these  names  have? 


Mrs.  Slipslop 
Lydia  Languish 
Molly  Brazen 
Sir  Epicure  Mammon 
Mr.  Feathernest 


Sir  Toby  Belch 
Rawdon  Crawley 
Lord  Frederick  Verisopht 
Amelia  Roper 
Count  Smorltork 


EXERCISE  35 

1 .  Select  a  recent  news  event  and  study  the  way  it  was  treated  in  two 
different ,  but  comparable,  news  sources,  for  example  Time  and 
Newsweek.  How  does  the  choice  of  connotative  words  in  the  re¬ 
spective  accounts  affect  your  attitude  toward  the  subjects  dis¬ 
cussed?  Write  an  essay  pointing  out  the  precise  differences  in  lan¬ 
guage  between  the  two  versions  of  the  event  and  of  the  people 
involved  in  it. 

2.  Rewrite  a  Time  article,  cutting  out  all  the  vivid  adjectives  and 
verbs  and  substituting  synonyms  of  minimum  connotative  value. 
Which  version — yours  or  the  original — would  give  the  reader  a 
more  trustworthy,  objective  view  of  the  topic? 

3.  Read  Geoffrey  T.  Heilman  s  scalpel-sharp  dissection  of  Time-style, 
“  ‘ Time ’  Lumbers  On ,”  in  The  New  Yorker  for  April  16,  1953. 


How  Connotation  Changes 

One  of  the  chief  difficulties  students  have  in  reading  literature 
written  a  hundred  or  more  years  ago  is  that  they  encounter  words 
which  do  not  seem  to  make  sense  in  the  way  they  are  used,  even 
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though  they  are  words  which  are  in  daily  use  today.  For  example,  the 
diarist  Samuel  Pepys,  writing  in  1660,  described  the  execution  of  a 
leader  of  the  Puritan  rebellion  of  1649.  "I  went  out  to  Charing  Cross/7 
Pepys  writes,  “to  see  Major-general  Harrison  hanged,  drawn,  and 
quartered;  which  was  done  there,  he  looking  as  cheerful  as  any  man 
could  do  in  that  condition/7  Immediately  one  stops  short  at  that  word 
cheerful:  is  it  very  probable  that  a  man  who  was  in  the  process  of 
being  hanged,  drawn,  and  quartered  maintained  what  we  could  call 
a  “cheerful77  countenance?  Obviously  Pepys  meant  nothing  of  the 
sort;  cheerful  in  his  day  connoted  something  unlike  what  it  con¬ 
notes  today.  To  him  it  suggested  “tranquil,77  “calm,77  “resigned,77  not 
“full  of  good  spirits,77  “buoyant,77  “optimistic.77  Such  instances  can 
be  multiplied  without  end.  We  encounter  them  on  every  page  of 
Shakespeare,  Milton,  Pope,  Johnson,  Wordsworth.  Consider  the  lines 
in  which  Wordsworth  is  praising  his  wife  for  her  manifold  virtues— 

A  Creature  not  too  bright  or  good 
For  human  nature's  daily  food; 

For  transient  sorrows,  simple  wiles, 

Praise,  blame,  love,  kisses,  tears,  and  smiles. 

And  now  I  see  with  eye  serene 
The  very  pulse  of  the  machine. 

The  word  machine  jolts  nearly  every  reader  who  comes  to  it;  what 
business  has  such  a  word,  with  its  connotations  of  steel  and  gears  and 
motors,  in  such  a  poem?  What  has  machinery  to  do  with  Mary  Words¬ 
worth?  The  answer  is  that  to  Wordsworth  and  his  contemporaries 
machine  had  a  much  more  general  connotation;  the  line  might  be 
paraphrased,  “The  very  pulse  [or  heart]  of  her  intricate  being.77  The 
word  engine,  incidentally,  causes  similar  trouble  to  modern  readers 
who  run  across  it  in  older  literature.  What  does  “two-handed  engine77 
mean  in  Milton's  “Lycidas77  (line  130)  or  “the  fatal  engine77  in  Pope's 
The  Rape  of  the  Lock  (canto  in,  line  149)? 

Connotations  are  in  a  constant  state  of  flux;  the  writings  of  our 
own  contemporaries  will  be  as  troublesome  to  readers  a  century  or  two 
hence  as  the  English  classics  sometimes  are  to  us.  We  have  already 
seen  the  reasons  why  words  acquire  certain  connotations  which  are 
agreed  upon  by  all  literate  readers  and  writers:  the  practice  of  the 
most  influential  writers,  and  the  attitude  of  society  toward  the  ideas 
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which  certain  words  have  come  to  represent.  But  these  general  con¬ 
notations  are  by  no  means  permanently  established,  because  few 
writers  remain  influential  indefinitely  and  no  social  attitude  fails  to 
undergo  some  modification.  Although  the  usage  of  Addison  and  Steele 
“set”  many  connotations  in  their  own  day,  the  time  came  when  other 
writers  had  more  influence,  and  thus,  gradually  and  almost  imper¬ 
ceptibly,  Addison  and  Steele  began  to  seem  old-fashioned  in  their  use 
of  words.  The  effect  of  social  attitudes  upon  connotations  is  well 
illustrated  by  the  history  of  Roman  Catholic ,  which  was  brought  into 
use  when  the  older  words  used  to  designate  a  member  of  that  faith, 
Romanist ,  Roman ,  and  Papist ,  had  acquired  so  heavy  a  stigma  that  a 
substitute  was  necessary— one  which  lacked  the  bad  connotations  that 
the  other  words  possessed  in  Protestant  England.  The  subsequent 
history  of  Roman  Catholic  is  in  effect  a  history  of  shifting  winds  of 
feeling.  In  England  it  gradually  lost  the  stigma  it  had  inevitably  ac¬ 
quired,  in  time,  as  a  substitute  for  Papist;  but  wherever  there  is  anti- 
Catholic  feeling  today,  it  retains  its  negative  connotations.  The 
histories  of  such  words  as  Methodist  and  Quaker  offer  similar  illus¬ 
trations  of  the  evolution  of  social  feeling. 

Suppose  that  a  word  with  an  established  denotation  acquires  a 
new  connotation  which  in  time  becomes  as  firmly  established  as  the 
denotation  itself.  If  it  becomes  customary  to  use  the  word  only  in  the 
sense  implied  by  this  new  connotation,  the  original  denotation  is  for¬ 
gotten,  and  the  dominant  connotation  becomes  the  new  denotation. 
In  brief,  change  in  connotation,  if  carried  far  enough,  becomes  change 
in  actual  meaning.  Since  there  is  no  sharp  dividing  line  between  de¬ 
notation  and  connotation,  it  is  impossible  to  say  just  when  change  of 
connotation  results  in  change  of  meaning.  But  it  has  happened  in  the 
case  of  thousands  upon  thousands  of  words,  whose  meanings  have 
been  completely  transformed  by  a  series  of  shifts  in  connotation. 
These  changed  meanings  of  course  introduce  further  difficulties  in 
the  reading  of  older  literature.  Take  as  an  example  of  both  types  of 
change  the  opening  sentences  of  Bacon's  essay  “Of  Studies”: 

Studies  serve  for  delight,  for  ornament,  and  for  ability.  Their  chief 
use  for  delight  is  in  privateness  and  retiring;  for  ornament,  is  in 
discourse;  and  for  ability,  is  in  the  judgment  and  disposition  of 
business.  For  expert  men  can  execute,  and  perhaps  judge  of  particu¬ 
lars,  one  by  one;  but  the  general  counsels,  and  the  plots  and  marshal- 
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ling  of  affairs  come  best  from  those  that  are  learned.  To  spend  too 
much  time  in  studies  is  sloth;  to  use  them  too  much  for  ornament 
is  affectation;  to  make  judgment  wholly  by  their  rules  is  the  humour 
of  a  scholar. 

One  can  grasp  the  general  sense  at  a  first  reading;  but  that  is  because 
enough  of  the  words  Bacon  uses  retain  the  denotations  they  possessed 
in  his  day  to  give  us  clues.  Yet  no  one  will  say  that  this  is  modern 
English,  or  even  close  to  it.  What  if  we  are  asked  to  rewrite  the  pas¬ 
sage  so  that  every  trace  of  its  late  sixteenth-century  origin  is  removed? 
Delight  is  too  strong  a  word  for  this  context;  we  should  use  pleasure 
instead.  Ornament  is  no  longer  used  in  Bacon's  sense  of  “social  ad¬ 
vantage";  ability  stands  for  our  modern  “practical  profit"  or  “useful¬ 
ness."  Privateness  has  gone  almost  completely  out  of  use;  taken  to¬ 
gether  with  retiring  (people  of  Bacon's  day  loved  to  couple  two 
virtually  synonymous  words)  it  means  “our  personal,  or  home,  life." 
Discourse  now  means  “talk  by  one  person";  to  Bacon  it  meant  what 
we  now  call  conversation.  Judgment  and  disposition  can  be  modern¬ 
ized  as  conduct.  Expert  to  Bacon  suggests  “accomplished,  competent" 
in  general;  in  our  time  its  use  is  restricted  to  suggest  skill  in  certain 
techniques.  And  so  on.  Scarcely  a  noun  of  Bacon's  could  be  retained 
if  the  passage  were  to  be  made  intelligible  to,  let  us  say,  a  prospective 
student  in  a  correspondence  course. 

The  fact  that  connotations  keep  changing  is  demonstrated  by  the 
considerable  alteration  some  words  have  undergone  in  the  last  hun¬ 
dred  years.  In  the  vocabulary  of  the  Victorians,  who  laid  great  stress 
on  moral  earnestness  and  uprightness,  there  was  no  stronger  word  of 
praise  than  manly ,  applied  to  a  man's  character  or  actions  or  to  the 
spirit  that  pervaded  a  book  he  had  written;  it  connoted  courage,  frank¬ 
ness,  modesty,  seriousness,  control  of  feelings— all  the  qualities  the 
Victorians  admired  in  a  Christian  gentleman.  But  partly  because  the 
word  was  grossly  overused,  and  partly  because  a  later  age  has  not 
wholeheartedly  accepted  the  Victorians'  moral  standards,  manly  today 
has  an  unpleasant  suggestion  of  priggishness,  humorless  self-righteous¬ 
ness,  and  it  is  seldom  used  except,  occasionally,  by  elders  who  want  to 
praise  the  conduct  of  a  little  boy. 

Another  instance  of  fairly  recent  semantic  change  is  lover  as  ap¬ 
plied  to  a  man.  For  centuries  this  word  had,  in  ordinary  usage,  simply 
the  innocent  meaning  of  “sweetheart"  or  “suitor."  Now,  however,  it 
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has  been  debased  to  carry  the  connotation  of  illicit  relations;  a  modern 
girl  cannot  refer  to  the  man  whose  ring  or  pin  she  is  wearing  as  her 
lover  without  inadvertently  implying  more  than  she  intends.  Mistress ; 
has  had  a  similar  fate.  The  sense  in  which  it  occurs  in  countless  older 
love  poems  ("O  mistress  mine,  where  are  you  roaming?’')  has  largely 
disappeared  from  present-day  usage,  and  another  meaning  ("Lady 
Hamilton  was  Admiral  Nelson’s  mistress”)  has  taken  over. 

Saloon  has  had  a  curious  career  in  America.  Originally  the  com¬ 
mon  word  for  a  drinking  establishment  was  tavern,  but  eventually 
this  acquired  an  unsavory  connotation,  so  saloon  was  imported  from 
England,  where  it  had  (and  still  has)  a  genteel  flavor,  suggesting  an 
elegantly  furnished  room  where  ladies  and  gentlemen  met  for  social 
converse.  In  time,  however,  saloon  came,  in  America,  to  have  conno¬ 
tations  at  least  as  disagreeable  as  tavern,  a  process  assisted  by  the 
formation  of  the  much-publicized  Anti-Saloon  League.  Thus,  when 
prohibition  was  repealed  in  1933  and  drinking  places  became  legal 
again,  the  industry  had  to  find  various  words  with  respectable  con¬ 
notations  to  substitute  for  saloon.  Ironically,  one  of  the  choices  was 
tavern ,  which  by  this  time  had  had  a  long  rest  and  had  been  cleansed1 
of  its  former  disreputable  associations! 

It  takes  constant  vigilance  to  allow  for  these  changed  connota¬ 
tions  and  meanings  as  we  read,  but  the  result  is  worth  the  effort.  For 
when  we  read  some  piece  of  old  writing  with  full  understanding,  we 
have  suceeded  in  cheating  Time  himself;  we  have  received  the  mes- 
sage  that  the  author,  long  since  dead,  intended  for  us. 

There  is  no  royal  road  to  such  comprehension.  The  simplest  way 
to  improve  one’s  ability  to  read  material  written  in  previous  centuries 
is  to  read  more  of  it.  If  a  child  has  much  contact  with  a  very  old  great- 
grandparent  who  uses  English  words  in  ways  that  were  proper  two  or 
three  generations  ago,  the  child  will  gradually  acquire  a  "feeling”  for 
such  usages,  and  they  will  seem  entirely  natural  to  him.  Likewise  if  an 
adult  reads  more  widely  in  older  literature  than  is  customary  nowa¬ 
days,  he  will  find  himself  gradually  acquiring  a  similar  feeling.  His. 
vocabulary  habits  will  accommodate  themselves  to  those  of  Malory 
or  Shakespeare  or  Milton;  such  frequently  used  words  as  humor  will 
no  longer  perplex  him  by  the  oddness  of  their  use.  He  will  automati¬ 
cally  think  in  the  language  of  his  author. 

Shakespeare,  because  he  made  such  audaciously  individual  use  of 
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the  English  language,  is  somewhat  harder  to  read  than  his  contempo¬ 
raries,  and  is  nearly  always  read  in  annotated  editions,  with  the  un¬ 
common  words  explained  in  footnotes.  But  most  of  the  other  great 
authors  of  the  past  must  be  read  without  such  easily  available  help. 
For  the  really  inquisitive  reader  there  exists  the  Oxford  English  Dic¬ 
tionary ,  which  is  an  encyclopedia  of  the  history  of  English  words. 
In  the  OED,  as  it  is  usually  called  (or  NED,  for  New  English  Dic¬ 
tionary)  ,  one  can  check  up  on  all  the  shades  of  meaning  which  a  word 
had  at  any  given  time  in  its  history.  One's  education  is  not  complete 
until  he  has  had  the  experience  of  tracing  the  history  of  a  few  selected 
words  in  the  pages  of  the  OED. 


EXERCISE  26 

In  the  following  quotations ,  the  meaning  of  the  italicized  words 
differs  from  the  meaning  (or  the  connotation)  they  have  in  today's 
common  usage.  Try  to  determine  the  meaning  of  each  word  by  fitting 
it  into  the  general  sense  of  the  sentence ,  and  then  check  your  answers 
by  reference  to  the  Oxford  English  Dictionary  (OED). 

1.  [As]  for  the  lawyer,  ...  as  our  wickedness  maketh  him  necessary, 
and  necessity  maketh  him  honorable ,  so  is  he  not  in  the  deepest 
truth  to  stand  in  rank  with  these,  who  all  endeavor  to  take  naughti¬ 
ness  away  and  plant  goodness  even  in  the  secretest  cabinet  of  our 
souls.  (Sidney,  ca.  1585) 

2.  An  ant  is  a  wise  creature  for  itself,  but  it  is  a  shrewd  thing  in  an 
orchard  or  garden;  and  certainly  men  that  are  great  lovers  of  them¬ 
selves  waste  the  public.  (Bacon,  1612)  [In  this  sentence,  shrewd  is  a 
pun.  What  makes  it  so?] 

3.  “I  fear/'  replied  Neander,  "that  in  obeying  your  commands  I  shall 
draw  some  envy  on  myself/’  (Dryden,  1668) 

4.  Most  of  the  quarrels  I  have  ever  known  have  proceeded  from  some 
valiant  coxcomb’s  persisting  in  the  wrong,  to  defend  some  prevailing 
folly,  and  preserve  himself  from  the  ingenuity  of  owning  a  mistake. 
(Steele,  1709) 

5.  But  most  by  numbers  judge  a  poet’s  song. 

And  smooth  or  rough  with  them  is  right  or  wrong.  (Pope,  1711) 

6.  In  the  nice  bee  what  sense,  so  subtly  true. 

From  pois’nous  herbs  extracts  the  healing  dew?  (Pope,  1732) 

With  sweet  May  dews  my  wings  were  wet, 

And  Phoebus  fir’d  my  vocal  rage.  (Blake,  1783) 


7. 
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8.  A  good  that  seems  at  an  immeasurable  distance,  and  that  we  cannot 
hope  to  reach,  has  therefore  the  less  influence  on  our  affections. 
(Cowper,  1786) 

9.  Nor  will  it  seem  to  thee,  O  Friend!  so  prompt 
In  sympathy,  that  I  have  lengthened  out 

With  fond  and  feeble  tongue  a  tedious  tale.  (Wordsworth,  1805) 

10.  The  language  was  not  only  peculiar  and  strong,  but  at  times  knotty 
and  contorted,  as  by  its  own  impatient  strength.  (Coleridge,  1817) 


EXERCISE  27 

1 .  First ,  write  down  the  usual  meaning(s)  each  of  the  following  words 
has  today:  head,  extravagant,  probation,  cousin,  admiration,  doubt 
(verb),  shrewdly,  eager,  fee,  toys  (noun),  lets.  Then,  using  a  well- 
annotated  edition  of  Hamlet,  ffnd  out  what  each  word  meant  in 
Shakespeare's  time,  in  the  particular  passages  noted.  All  are  in  Act 
One. 

Scene  One:  line  106  (head),  154  (extravagant),  156  (proba¬ 
tion  ) . 

Scene  Two:  line  64  (cousin),  192  (admiration),  256  (doubt). 

Scene  Four:  line  1  (shrewdly),  2  (eager),  65  (fee),  75  (toys), 
85  (lets). 

2.  Each  of  the  following  words  has  changed  considerably  in  conno¬ 
tation,  and  some  even  in  denotation,  through  the  centuries.  Ob¬ 
taining  your  information  from  the  OED,  write,  in  a  paragraph,  a 
brief  history  of  the  essential  change(s)  one  of  the  words  has  un¬ 
dergone. 


homely 

admire 

clown 

fame 

lewd 

artist 

luxury 

enthusiasm 

notorious 

silly 

snob 

undertaker 

EXERCISE 

a  8 

Each  of  the  following  passages  contains  a  number  of  words  whose 
connotations,  and  sometimes  denotations,  have  changed  since  it  was 
written  in  the  seventeenth  century.  Rewrite  each  quotation  in  good , 
intelligible  modern  English.  Refer  to  the  OED  for  help  in  establish¬ 
ing  the  seventeenth-century  meaning  of  whatever  words  you  are  in 
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doubt  about.  You  are  free  to  modernize  the  sentence  structure  or  to 
make  other  necessary  changes ,  as  long  as  you  retain  the  precise  mean¬ 
ing  the  author  intended. 

1.  Men  in  great  place  are  thrice  servants:  servants  of  the  sovereign  or 
state,  servants  of  fame,  and  servants  of  business,  so  as  they  have  no 
freedom,  neither  in  their  persons  nor  in  their  actions  nor  in  their 
times.  It  is  a  strange  desire,  to  seek  power  and  to  lose  liberty;  or  to 
seek  power  over  others,  and  to  lose  power  over  a  man’s  self.  The  rising 
unto  place  is  laborious,  and  by  pains  men  come  to  greater  pains;  and 
it  is  sometimes  base,  and  by  indignities  men  come  to  dignities.  The 
standing  is  slippery,  and  the  regress  is  either  a  downfall,  or  at  least  an 
eclipse,  which  is  a  melancholy  thing:  Cum  non  sis  qui  fueris,  non  esse 
cur  velis  vivere  [When  you  are  no  longer  what  you  were,  there  is  no 
reason  why  you  should  desire  to  live].  Nay,  retire  men  cannot  when 
they  would,  neither  will  they  when  it  were  reason;  but  are  impatient 
of  privateness,  even  in  age  and  sickness,  which  require  the  shadow, 
like  old  townsmen,  that  will  be  still  sitting  at  their  street  door,  though 
thereby  they  offer  age  to  scorn. 

2.  A  vulgar-spirited  man  is  one  of  the  herd  of  the  world.  One  that 
follows  merely  the  common  cry,  and  makes  it  louder  by  one.  A  man 
that  loves  none  but  who  are  publicly  affected,  and  he  will  not  be 
wiser  than  the  rest  of  the  town.  That  never  owns  a  friend  after  an  ill 
name  or  some  general  imputation,  though  he  knows  it  most  un¬ 
worthy.  That  opposes  to  reason  “Thus  men  say”  and  “Thus  most  do” 
and  “Thus  the  world  goes,”  and  thinks  this  enough  to  poise  the  other. 
That  worships  men  in  place,  and  those  only,  and  thinks  all  a  great 
man  speaks  oracles.  .  .  .  That  measures  the  happiness  of  the  kingdom 
by  the  cheapness  of  corn,  and  conceives  of  no  harm  of  state  but  ill 
trading.  Within  this  compass,  too,  come  those  that  are  too  much 
wedged  into  the  world,  and  have  no  lifting  thoughts  above  those 
things;  that  call  to  thrive  to  do  well,  and  preferment  only  the  grace 
of  God.  ...  In  short,  men  that  are  carried  away  with  all  outwardnesses, 
shows,  appearances,  the  stream,  the  people;  for  there  is  no  man  of 
worth  but  has  a  piece  of  singularity,  and  scorns  something. 

EXERCISE  29 

I.  Many  words ,  especially  in  the  scientific  vocabulary ,  have  little  or 
no  connotative  quality;  they  are  as  devoid  of  emotional  suggestion 
as  an  algebraic  formula.  Sometimes ,  however ,  a  turn  of  events  sud¬ 
denly  gives  them  connotative  power.  Before  1945 ,  radioactivity 
and  nuclear  fission  were  almost  wholly  denotative.  Then  what 
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happened  to  them ?  Can  you  think  of  any  other  words  that  have 
gone  through  the  same  process  recently? 

2.  New  inventions  and  new  developments  in  society  are  constantly 
adding  words  to  the  current  vocabulary.  Here  are  a  few  such  new¬ 
comers.  How  much  connotative  significance  has  each  acquired  to 
date ,  apart  from  its  dictionary  meaning?  Write  concise  paragraphs 
on  as  many  words  as  your  instructor  directs ,  beginning  with  a  clear 
dehnition  of  the  term  and  then  describing  the  aura  of  connotation 
that  has  so  far  developed  around  it. 


isotope 
prefab 
blast  off 
brush-fire  war 
suburbia 
whirlybird 
skin  diver 
automation 


laundromat 
megaton 
hot  rod 
drive-in 
freeway 

organization  man 
TV  dinner 
egghead 


The  Importance  of  Context 

We  were  able  to  understand  the  general  sense  of  the  passage 
quoted  from  Bacon  because  some  of  the  words  it  contained  had  not 
shifted  so  radically  in  meaning  as  to  conceal  Bacon's  thought,  and 
they  threw  light  on  the  words  whose  meaning  had  changed  more 
completely.  Thus  we  had  a  brief  glimpse  of  the  meaning  and  useful¬ 
ness  of  context,  which  means  the  portions  of  a  sentence  which  precede 
and  follow  a  particular  word.*  Think  of  a  sentence  as  a  row  of  highly 
polished  vases  (the  important  words— nouns,  verbs,  and  modifiers). 
What  we  see  when  we  look  at  each  of  those  vases  includes  not  only 
the  form  of  the  vase  itself  but  also  reflections  of  the  adjacent  vases. 
Those  reflections  are  what  we  mean  by  context.  Each  word  has  a 
meaning  in  and  of  itself,  but  as  we  read  along,  we  find  that  that 

*  Context  also  has  a  broader  meaning:  the  sentences  that  precede  and  follow 
a  particular  sentence  in  a  paragraph,  or  the  whole  tendency  of  thought  in  a  pas¬ 
sage,  which  helps  fix  the  meaning  of  an  individual  statement.  See  below,  pp, 
161-162. 
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meaning  is  affected  by  the  meanings  of  the  words  which  come  before 
and  after. 

The  use  of  context  to  clarify  individual  words  and  phrases  can, 
when  the  process  is  understood,  be  a  most  entertaining  and  instruc¬ 
tive  mental  exercise.  The  reader  should  try  to  solve  as  many  as  pos¬ 
sible  of  the  riddles  confronting  him  without  recourse  to  a  dictionary. 
In  many  cases  the  meaning  of  a  certain  word  is  hinted  at  by  the  words 
that  surround  it.  The  momentum  of  the  preceding  thought  may  carry 
us  right  to  the  explanation  we  require.  Or  if  we  are  still  puzzled,  it 
often  pays  to  go  past  the  word  in  question  to  see  what  follows;  perhaps 
the  sentences  immediately  following  it  will  throw  light  on  its  meaning. 

Determining  what  a  word  means  in  a  given  context  is  made  much 
easier  by  some  knowledge  of  foreign  languages,  especially  Greek, 
Latin,  and  French,  from  which  many  thousands  of  our  English  words 
are  derived.  A  student  who  has  had  as  little  as  a  year  or  two  of  these 
languages  in  high  school  or  college  (and  the  more  years  the  better, 
of  course)  has  a  tremendous  advantage  over  those  who  have  not.  His 
native  ingenuity  is  strengthened  by  a  knowledge  of  word  roots  which 
can  help  him  over  innumerable  obstacles  in  his  everyday  reading. 

Of  course  the  method  of  trying  to  guess  the  meanings  of  words 
is  by  no  means  foolproof;  mere  ingenuity  can  lead  one  far  astray,  in¬ 
viting  him  to  interpret  passages  in  a  way  the  author  never  intended. 
Therefore  the  dictionary  should  always  be  kept  close  at  hand  for  the 
resolution  of  difficulties.  Under  the  word  in  question,  the  dictionary 
lists  a  number  of  definitions.  The  trick  then  is  to  select  from  the  list 
the  meaning  which  best  fits  the  context.  Often  it  may  be  a  difficult 
matter  to  decide  which  of  two  or  three  meanings,  each  of  them  ap¬ 
parently  fitting  the  context,  the  author  intended.  Then  the  reader 
should  return  to  the  context,  rereading  the  whole  passage  more  care¬ 
fully,  until  he  is  able  to  reject  certain  definitions  as  not  being  precisely 
what  the  author  meant  and  to  emerge  with  the  one  meaning  which, 
he  feels,  adequately  conveys  the  author’s  intention. 

Here  is  part  of  the  conclusion  of  Henry  James’s  essay  on  Emer¬ 
son,  which  took  the  form  of  a  review  of  Cabot’s  biography  of  the 
essayist: 

It  has  not,  however,  been  the  ambition  of  these  remarks  to  account 
for  everything,  and  I  have  arrived  at  the  end  without  even  pointing 
to  the  grounds  on  which  Emerson  justifies  the  honors  of  biography, 
discussion,  and  illustration.  I  have  assumed  his  importance  and  con- 
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tinuance,  and  shall  probably  not  be  gainsaid  by  those  who  read  him. 
Those  who  do  not  will  hardly  rub  him  out.  Such  a  book  as  Mr. 
Cabot's  subjects  a  reputation  to  a  test — leads  people  to  look  it  over 
and  hold  it  up  to  the  light,  to  see  whether  it  is  worth  keeping  in  use 
or  even  putting  away  in  a  cabinet.  Such  a  revision  of  Emerson  has 
no  relegating  consequences.  The  result  of  it  is  once  more  the  im¬ 
pression  that  he  serves  and  will  not  wear  out  and  that  indeed  we 
cannot  afford  to  drop  him.  His  instrument  makes  him  precious.  He 
did  something  better  than  anyone  else;  he  had  a  particular  faculty, 
which  has  not  been  surpassed,  for  speaking  to  the  soul  in  a  voice 
of  direction  and  authority. 

As  was  the  case  with  the  selection  from  Bacon  printed  above,  we 
are  probably  able  to  understand  the  general  sense  on  first  reading. 
James  is  saying  in  effect  that  the  test  of  a  great  man's  permanent 
worth  is  whether  his  fame  can  survive  a  biography  like  Cabot's,  and 
that  Emerson  triumphantly  passes  the  test.  (The  fourth  and  fifth 
sentences  say  as  much.)  But  a  careful  reader  will  wish  to  know  more. 
Since  James  presumably  wrote  each  sentence  for  a  particular  purpose 
—to  advance  and  add  to  his  earlier  argument,  to  clinch  a  point,  to 
prepare  for  a  new  idea— each  sentence  should  be  considered  and 
understood.  And  upon  closer  examination  we  find  a  number  of  words 
and  locutions  which  need  explanation: 

Ambition .  “Remarks"  are  not  usually  thought  of  as  having 
ambition;  normally  we  think  only  of  people  as  having  it.  But  the 
meaning  is  clear  from  context:  “design,"  “purpose,"  “intention." 

Illustration.  Since  James  has  already  used  the  word  in  the  same 
sense  earlier  in  the  essay,  the  careful  reader  will  already  have  discov¬ 
ered  its  meaning:  “quotation,"  “the  selection  of  examples  to  clarify 
certain  aspects  of  the  subject." 

Continuance.  By  “importance  and  continuance"  James  means 
“his  present  and  future  importance,"  or,  as  we  should  say,  more 
simply,  “his  continuing  importance." 

Gainsaid.  The  context  suggests  the  idea  of  opposition.  The  con¬ 
junction  and  implies  agreement  or  similarity  between  the  two  parts  of 
the  sentence;  therefore  the  second  part  should  be  in  essential  harmony 
with  the  first.  “I  have  thought  so-and-so,"  says  James,  “and  others 
will  probably  agree  with  me."  Gainsaid  is  more  commonly  used  to 
mean  “denied"  (“The  assertion  will  not  be  gainsaid")  but  its  mean¬ 
ing  here  (“I  shall  probably  not  be  opposed")  is  plainly  similar. 
Revision.  This  can  be  attacked  in  two  ways.  Obviously  the  word 
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does  not  mean  “change  [of  opinion]77  or  “new  edition.77  The  reader 
with  a  smattering  of  Latin  will  recognize  the  prefix  re  (again)  and 
the  root  vis  (seeing,  looking— as  in  vision,  visual,  visionary) .  He  then 
realizes  that  James  is  using  the  word  in  its  original,  literal  sense  of 
“looking  over  again.77  And  if  he  reviews  the  context,  he  will  find  that 
the  preceding  sentence  had  already  explained  the  word  to  him! 

Relegating.  Latin  is  of  some  help  here,  but  again  the  context  is 
sufficient;  “putting  away77  in  the  preceding  sentence  is  the  literal 
meaning  of  relegating.  In  other  words,  in  the  preceding  sentence 
James  has  said  in  Anglo-Saxon-derived  words  what  he  now  says  in 
Latinized  diction. 

Serves.  Definition  6  under  serve  (verb,  intransitive)  in  Webster’s 
Collegiate  Dictionary:  “to  answer  a  purpose.77  But  the  meaning  can 
be  inferred  from  the  following,  “and  will  not  wear  out.77 

Instrument.  This  is  explained  by  what  follows.  “Not  what  he 
said  so  much  as  how  he  said  it.77 

Direction.  Definition  2  in  the  Collegiate:  “That  which  is  im¬ 
posed  by  directing;  command;  also,  authoritative  instruction.77  Defini¬ 
tion  4:  “The  line  or  course  upon  which  anything  is  moving  or  aimed 
to  move,  or  to  which  anything  is  pointing.77  The  latter  meaning  is 
more  familiar  to  us;  but  the  context,  especially  the  proximity  of 
“authority,77  shows  plainly  that  the  former  meaning  is  intended. 

It  is  by  such  a  combination  of  methods  as  this  that  the  full 
purport  of  a  passage  can  be  arrived  at.  Analyzing  a  few  paragraphs, 
word  by  word,  for  complete,  rather  than  superficial,  meaning  will  im¬ 
press  you  with  the  importance  of  each  individual  word  in  context.  In 
the  best  writing  there  are  no  superfluous  words  or  sentences;  each 
small  brick  in  the  structure  has  its  own  particular  function  and  cannot 
be  removed  without  loss. 


EXERCISE  50  (REVIEW) 

In  the  following  passages,  two  writers,  separated  by  a  century , 
record  their  memories  of  schoolrooms  in  which  they  sat  and  the  emo¬ 
tions  associated  with  those  memories.  The  differences  in  effect  be¬ 
tween  the  two  accounts  can  be  traced  in  part  to  the  respective  writers’ 
choice  of  connotative  words.  Write  an  essay  defining  those  differences 
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of  mood  and  feeling  insofar  as  they  can  be  attributed  to  the  connota- 

tive  qualities  of  specific  words. 

1.  Here  I  sit  at  the  desk  again  watching  his  eye — humbly  watching  his 
eye,  as  he  rules  a  ciphering  book  for  another  victim  whose  hands  have 
just  been  flattened  by  that  identical  ruler,  and  who  is  trying  to  wipe 
the  sting  out  with  a  pocket-handkerchief.  I  have  plenty  to  do.  I  don’t 
watch  his  eye  in  idleness,  but  because  I  am  morbidly  attracted  to  it  in 
a  dread  desire  to  know  what  he  will  do  next,  and  whether  it  will  be 
my  turn  to  suffer  or  somebody  else’s.  A  lane  of  small  boys  beyond  me, 
with  the  same  interest  in  his  eye,  watch  it  too.  I  think  he  knows  it, 
though  he  pretends  he  doesn’t.  He  makes  dreadful  mouths  as  he  rules 
the  ciphering  book;  and  now  he  throws  his  eye  sideways  down  our 
lane,  and  we  all  droop  over  our  books  and  tremble.  A  moment  after¬ 
wards  we  are  again  eyeing  him.  An  unhappy  culprit,  found  guilty  of 
imperfect  exercise,  approaches  at  his  command.  The  culprit  falters 
excuses  and  professes  a  determination  to  do  better  to-morrow.  Mr. 
Creakle  cuts  a  joke  before  he  beats  him,  and  we  laugh  at  it — miserable 
little  dogs,  we  laugh,  with  our  visages  as  white  as  ashes,  and  our 
hearts  sinking  into  our  boots. 

Here  I  sit  at  the  desk  again  on  a  drowsy  summer  afternoon.  A 
buzz  and  hum  go  up  around  me,  as  if  the  boys  were  so  many  blue¬ 
bottles.  A  cloggy  sensation  of  the  luke-warm  fat  of  meat  is  upon  me 
(we  dined  an  hour  or  two  ago),  and  my  head  is  as  heavy  as  so  much 
lead.  I  would  give  the  world  to  go  to  sleep.  I  sit  with  my  eye  on 
Mr.  Creakle,  blinking  at  him  like  a  young  owl;  when  sleep  over¬ 
powers  me  for  a  minute,  he  still  looms  through  my  slumber,  ruling 
those  ciphering  books,  until  he  softly  comes  behind  me  and  wakes 
me  to  plainer  perception  of  him  with  a  red  ridge  across  my  back. 

2.  All  my  early  life  lies  open  to  my  eye  within  five  city  blocks.  When  I 
passed  the  school,  I  went  sick  with  all  my  old  fear  of  it.  With  its 
standard  New  York  public-school  brown  brick  courtyard  shut  in  on 
three  sides  of  the  square  and  the  pretentious  battlements  overlooking; 
that  cockpit  in  which  I  can  still  smell  the  fiery  sheen  of  the  rubber 
ball,  it  looks  like  a  factory  over  which  has  been  imposed  the  facade  of  a 
castle.  It  gave  me  the  shivers  to  stand  up  in  that  courtyard  again;  I  felt 
as  if  I  had  been  mustered  back  into  the  service  of  those  Friday  morn¬ 
ing  “tests”  that  were  the  terror  of  my  childhood. 

It  was  never  learning  I  associated  with  that  school:  only  the 
necessity  to  succeed,  to  get  ahead  of  the  others  in  the  daily  struggle 
to  “make  a  good  impression”  on  our  teachers,  who  grimly,  wearily, 
and  often  with  ill-conccalcd  distaste  watched  against  our  relapsing 
into  the  natural  savagery  they  expected  of  Brownsville  boys.  The 
white,  cool,  thinly  ruled  record  book  sat  over  us  from  their  desks  all 
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day  long,  and  had  remorselessly  entered  into  it  each  day — in  blue  ink 
if  we  had  passed,  in  red  ink  if  we  had  not — our  attendance,  our  con¬ 
duct,  our  “effort/'  our  merits  and  demerits;  and  to  the  last  possible 
decimal  point  in  calculation,  our  standing  in  an  unending  series  of 
“tests" — surprise  tests,  daily  tests,  weekly  tests,  formal  midterm  tests, 
final  tests.  They  never  stopped  trying  to  dig  out  of  us  whatever  small 
morsel  of  fact  we  had  managed  to  get  down  the  night  before.  We 
had  to  prove  that  we  were  really  alert,  ready  for  anything,  always  in 
the  race.  That  white  thinly  ruled  record  book  figured  in  my  mind 
as  the  judgment  seat;  the  very  thinness  and  remote  blue  lightness  of 
its  lines  instantly  showed  its  cold  authority  over  me;  so  much  space 
had  been  left  on  each  page,  columns  and  columns  in  which  to  note 
down  everything  about  us,  implacably  and  forever.  As  it  lay  there  on  a 
teacher's  desk,  I  stared  at  it  all  day  long  with  such  fear  and  anxious 
propriety  that  I  had  no  trouble  believing  that  God,  too,  did  nothing 
but  keep  such  record  books,  and  that  on  the  final  day  He  would  face 
me  with  an  account  in  Hebrew  letters  whose  phonetic  dots  and  dashes 
looked  strangely  like  decimal  points  counting  up  my  every  sinful 
thought  on  earth. 

EXERCISE  51  (REVIEW) 

Write  an  essay  on  one  of  the  following  topics ,  or  on  some  other 

topic  suggested  by  your  instructor: 

The  changing  meaning  of  an  important  word  in  my  life. 

The  way  certain  specific  words  have  made  a  big  difference  in  my  life. 

How  and  why  my  personal  definition  of  [a  certain  word]  differs  from 
the  ones  in  the  dictionaries. 

Words  are  weapons:  a  brief  review  of  some  words  that  changed  the  course 
of  history. 

How  advertising  language  changes:  a  comparison  of  the  vocabulary  used 
in  advertisements  in  a  certain  popular  magazine,  thirty  or  forty  years 
ago,  with  that  used  to  promote  the  same  kinds  of  products  today. 

An  analysis  of  the  persuasive  qualities  of  the  language  used  in  a  recent 
political  speech  (based  on  the  full  text). 

What  they  really  mean :  a  selection  of  words  from  current  advertisements, 
political  appeals,  and  so  forth,  with  my  own  satirical  definitions. 

Letters  to  the  editor:  an  analysis  of  the  language  found  in  a  week's  harvest. 


CHAPTER  TWO 


DICTION 


et  us  now  do  a  little  detective  work. 

1.  “When  I  told  Dad  how  I’d  goofed  that  exam,  he  literally 
blew  his  top.”  Who  is  writing  (or  speaking)?  In  England  or  America? 
At  the  present  time ,  or  at  some  time  in  the  past?  How  sure  a  sense 
of  words  has  he  (or  she)? 

2.  “There  was  a  constable  on  point  duty  just  where  we  stopped, 
and  he  came  over  and  lifted  the  bonnet  and  made  ineffectual  mo¬ 
tions  with  a  spanner.  And  then — what  do  you  think? — we  found  we 
were  out  of  petrol!”  What  is  the  nationality  of  the  speaker? 

3.  “We  don’t  keep  nothing  like  that  here,  but  maybe  we  could 
order  it  for  you  special.  Not  in  a  hurry  for  it,  was  you?”  How  well 
educated  is  the  speaker? 

4.  “I  had  him  on  the  ropes  in  the  fourth,  and  if  one  of  those 
short  rights  of  mine  had  connected,  he’d  have  gone  down  for  the 
count.  I  was  aiming  for  his  glass  chin,  but  I  couldn’t  seem  to  reach 
it.”  What  activity  has  the  speaker  been  engaged  in? 

5.  “A  close  examination  and  correlation  of  the  most  reliable 
current  economic  indexes  justifies  the  conclusion  that  the  next  year 
will  witness  a  continuation  of  the  present  upward  market  trend, 
though  this  may  be  accompanied  by  seasonal  fluctuations  in  respect 
to  certain  areas  of  the  economy.”  How  much  of  a  gift  for  clear , 
concise  expression  has  this  writer? 

6.  “We  were  loading  hay  in  the  west  forty  when  we  saw  the 
twister  in  the  distance.”  From  what  section  of  the  United  States 
does  the  speaker  come? 

7.  “Both  the  Oriental  romance  and  the  picaresque  narrative 
have  been  favorite  vehicles  for  the  satirist,  the  romance  because  it 
permits  a  handy  and  vivid  way  of  contrasting  western  manners  with 
those  of  a  very  different  culture,  the  picaresque  tale  because  the 
hero’s  adventuresome  career,  spiced  as  it  is  with  all  sorts  of  roguery, 
gives  an  excellent  excuse  for  pungent  comment  on  the  errant  ways 
of  mankind.”  What  can  you  infer  about  the  education,  professional 
interests,  and  writing  skill  of  the  author? 
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8.  “The  female  operatives  in  this  mill  seemed  well  content  with 
their  lot,  laughing  and  singing  as  they  emerged  at  the  end  of  the 
day.”  When  was  this  sentence  written ? 

9.  “Have  you  noticed  how  perfectly  lovely  the  sunset  is?”  What 
is  the  sex  of  the  speaker ? 

10.  “The  ominous  final  movement  begins  with  a  toccata  in  the 
horns,  punctuated  by  glissando  effects  in  the  tympani,  and  then 
develops,  in  the  middle  section,  into  a  lyric  coda.”  How  much  does 
the  writer  know  about  music ? 

If  we  have  a  moderately  dependable  sense  of  language,  we  should 
have  no  trouble  answering  these  questions  somewhat  as  follows: 

1.  That  this  sentence  probably  was  spoken,  not  written,  is  sug¬ 
gested  by  the  presence  of  a  contraction  (I’d)  and  of  slang  ( goofed , 
blew  his  top).  Contractions  and  colloquial  or  slang  expressions  are 
used  more  often  in  informal  speech  than  in  writing.  Still,  it  is  per¬ 
fectly  conceivable  that  the  sentence  occurred  in  a  letter.  That  the 
speaker  (or  writer)  is  young  is  revealed  not  only  by  the  reference  to  an 
exam  but  by  the  use  of  current  slang;  older  people  normally  do  not 
pick  up  and  use  contemporary  slang,  but  rather  retain  the  slang 
that  was  in  fashion  when  they  were  younger  and  their  language 
habits  more  flexible.  There  is  no  sure  evidence  whether  the  speaker 
is  a  young  man  or  a  girl.  He  (or  she)  is  American  and  speaking  at 
the  present  time.  Finally,  the  use  of  literally  indicates  a  certain  care¬ 
lessness  in  language,  though  it  is  an  error  common  to  many  presum¬ 
ably  well-educated  people,  including  professional  writers.  If  Dad 
“ literally  blew  his  top,”  he  was  lucky  to  escape  with  his  life.  Literally 
never  belongs  with  an  expression  intended  merely  as  a  figure  of 
speech;  the  correct  adverb,  if  any  is  needed,  would  be  figuratively. 
Keep  this  in  mind  whenever  you  read,  and  you  will  soon  amass  an 
entertaining  collection  of  howlers.  (“The  audience  literally  sat  on 
its  hands  through  the  whole  show.”  “The  tennis  champion  literally 
blasted  his  opponent  out  of  the  court.”  “It's  literally  true  to  say  that 
'our  language  is  a  cemetery  of  dead  metaphors/  ”) 

2.  The  speaker  is  British.  A  constable  on  point  duty  is  an 
English  traffic  cop;  bonnet ,  spanner,  and  petrol  are,  respectively,  the 
English  equivalents  of  the  American  hood  (of  a  car),  wrench ,  and 
gasoline. 

3.  The  speaker  is  very  poorly  educated:  note  the  ungrammatical 
double  negative  (we  don’t  keep  nothing);  the  use  of  an  adjective 
(special)  where  an  adverb  would  be  correct  (or,  better  yet,  the 
speaker  should  say,  “We  could  get  it  for  you  on  special  order”); 
and  the  mismatching  of  verb  and  subject  (was  you). 

4.  The  speaker  is,  or  has  been,  a  boxer.  He  uses  five  terms  as¬ 
sociated  with  prize  fighting. 
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5.  This  writer  has  no  gift  at  all  for  plain  communication.  What 
he  says  in  forty-five  words  could  be  said,  far  more  clearly  and 
economically,  in  seventeen:  “The  present  signs  are  that  stock  prices 
will  continue  to  rise,  though  certain  stocks  may  temporarily  de¬ 
cline. M  Hie  original  sentence  is  an  example  of  what  we  call  inflated 
writing. 

6.  The  speaker — or  writer — is  from  the  Middle  West.  Forty 
designates  a  forty-acre  tract,  a  customary  division  of  land  in  that 
region,  and  twisters  (tornadoes)  are  most  common  in  the  Midwest. 

7.  The  writer  is  well  educated,  has  a  greater-than-ordinary  in¬ 
terest  in  various  types  of  literature  (the  Oriental  romance,  the 
picaresque  narrative),  and  writes  clearly.  He  may  be  a  professional 
critic  or  literary  historian.  The  sentence,  though  fairly  long,  is 
maturely  constructed;  observe  how  the  opening  clause  (down  to 
satirist )  is  developed  by  what  follows — two  parallel  elements,  the 
first  expanding  on  the  idea  of  the  Oriental  romance,  the  second  on 
the  idea  of  the  picaresque  tale.  The  words  chosen  are  familiar  to 
any  reasonably  experienced  reader,  and  convey  accurately  the  point 
the  writer  wishes  to  make. 

8.  This  sentence  was  written  perhaps  a  hundred  years  ago; 
certainly  not  in  recent  times.  Female  operatives  is  an  old-fashioned 
way  of  referring  to  “girls  and  women  that  tend  the  machines.” 

9.  The  speaker  probably  is  a  woman.  Perfectly  lovely  is  a  charac¬ 
teristically  feminine  expression. 

10.  The  writer  is  either  simply  deceiving  himself  or  else  deceiv¬ 
ing  himself  that  he  is  deceiving  others;  in  either  case,  the  sentence 
is  nonsense.  A  toccata  is  a  “touch-piece”  designed  to  exhibit  the 
dexterity  of  an  organist  or  a  pianist,  not  of  a  horn  player;  nor  is  it 
likely  to  appear  in  an  “ominous”  musical  passage.  Tympani  cannot 
produce  glissando  effects  (see  your  dictionary).  A  coda,  being  the 
concluding  portion  of  a  composition,  would  not  occur  in  the 
middle  section. 

From  these  examples  we  can  draw  one  extremely  important 
conclusion:  that  words  not  only  connote  shades  of  meaning,  but  also 
contain  valuable  clues  to  the  background,  the  personality,  and  often 
the  attitude  and  the  intention  of  the  writer  or  the  speaker.  Thus 
it  is  possible  to  supplement  what  we  are  told  outright  with  data 
shrewdly  inferred  from  the  manner  in  which  the  information  is  given. 

Some  of  the  following  material  is  found  in  college  textbooks  of 
composition  under  the  heading  of  “Diction.”  There  it  is  intended 
primarily  to  help  you  achieve  a  good  writing  style  by  the  selection  of 
words  and  idioms  appropriate  to  such  writing;  here  it  is  intended  mi- 
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marily  to  show  the  technique  by  which  you  can  extract  more  informa¬ 
tion  from  what  you  read.  Of  course  the  two  purposes  are  closely 
associated.  Just  as  the  chapter  on  denotation  and  connotation  has 
made  you  more  aware  of  the  necessity  for  precision  in  the  selection 
of  words  when  you  are  doing  your  own  writing,  so  the  present  chapter 
will  point  out  ways  in  which  you  can  make  your  writing  more  lucid 
and  economical,  and  more  accurately  suited  to  the  particular  readers 
you  have  in  mind. 


Elementary  Clues  of  Diction 

1.  Geographical  clues.  Though  both  are  called  “English/'  there 
is  a  great  difference  between  the  British  and  American  vocabularies. 
No  constant  reader  of  British  essays  or  fiction  can  long  remain  un¬ 
aware  that  our  electric  cord  is  the  Englishman's  Hex,  our  wheat  is  his 
corn ,  and,  in  turn,  his  word  for  what  we  call  corn  is  maize.  In  Britain, 
a  biscuit  is  our  cracker  (but  one  of  the  largest  American  producers  of 
crackers  is  the  National  Biscuit  Company!);  at  the  same  time,  the 
British  cracker  refers  to  one  of  those  party  favors  that  give  a  loud  pop 
when  pulled  apart.  An  American  house  trailer  is  known  in  England 
as  a  caravan ,  and  on  the  British  Railways  a  luggage  van  is  what  we 
call  a  baggage  car.  American  and  British  idioms  differ  also:  an  Ameri¬ 
can  is  said  to  be  in  the  hospital ,  but  in  British  usage  the  the  is 
dropped.  Americans  take  (subscribe  to)  newspapers,  the  British  take 
them  in.* 

Similarly  there  are  vocabulary  differences  between  the  various 
sections  of  the  United  States.  In  the  Boston  area,  a  soda  fountain  is 
a  spa;  in  certain  parts  of  the  Midwest  a  chocolate  sundae  is  a  dope , 
but  in  the  South,  a  dope  is  a  Coca-Cola.  A  New  England  stone  wall 
is  a  stone  row  in  northern  New  Jersey,  a  stone  fence  in  Pennsylvania, 
and  a  rock  fence  from  West  Virginia  southward.  What  is  known  in 
general  American  usage  as  a  baby  carriage  is  called  by  other  names  in 
certain  localities— baby  coach,  baby  buggy,  baby  cab.  North  of  the 

*  Long  and  interesting  lists  illustrating  this  difference  are  printed  in  H.  L. 
Mencken’s  The  American  Language,  4th  edition  (New  York,  1936),  pp.  233-237, 
and  Supplement  One  thereto  (1945),  pp.  457-487. 
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Mason-Dixon  line  one  wheels  the  baby;  south  of  the  line,  one  rolls 
or  rides  him. 

2.  Occupational  clues.  Every  profession  and  occupation  has  its 
own  slang  as  well  as  its  own  technical  vocabulary.  If  a  woman  speaks 
of  being  on  O.B.  duty  she  is  probably  a  nurse  in  the  obstetrical  section 
of  a  hospital.  (However,  someone  else  using  the  same  abbreviation 
may  turn  out  to  be  a  school  psychologist;  O.B.  is  also  a  polite  abbre¬ 
viation  for  “orthogenic-backward”— i.e.,  “problem”— children.)  If  a 
doctor  speaks  of  a  colleague  as  “a  good  G.I.  man”  he  does  not  mean 
the  latter  is  a  soldier;  G.I.  is  medical  shorthand  for  gastrointestinal. 
Mention  of  a  widow  or  a  river  identifies  the  printer;  Huff  or  snow  the 
television  repairman;  feather-bedding  or  highballing  the  railroad  man; 
tailgating ,  the  truck-driver  or,  nowadays,  the  Dixieland  musician. 

Often,  however,  what  began  as  a  term  peculiar  to  one  occupation 
or  another  ends  up  in  the  general  vocabulary.  On  the  beam ,  which  in 
the  sense  of  in  the  right  direction  originated  in  radio  navigation,  now 
is  common  slang;  top  brass ,  originally  an  Army  term,  is  widely  used 
for  bosses,  executives;  the  noun  complex ,  recently  the  possession  of 
the  psychologists,  has  been  taken  over  and  manhandled  by  the  general 
public.  Sometimes,  therefore,  what  seems  at  first  glance  to  be  a  clue 
to  a  man’s  occupation  actually  has  no  value  as  such. 

3.  Educational  clues.  Bad  grammar,  such  as  the  use  of  the  double 
negative,  the  placing  of  the  object  of  a  verb  in  the  nominative  case, 
and  the  mismatching  of  verb  and  subject  (“she  don’t”),  marks 
the  man  or  woman  who  either  has  never  had  an  opportunity  for 
education  or  has  failed  to  profit  by  his  advantages.  It  would  not  do, 
of  course,  to  go  further  and  say  that  a  person  using  such  poor  grammar 
is  obviously  a  member  of  the  poorer  classes.  In  practice,  however,  this 
is  often  true,  if  only  because  there  is  a  certain  amount  of  pressure 
higher  up  in  society  which  requires  people  to  speak  correctly. 

It  must  be  remembered  that  modern  standards  allow  the  genu¬ 
inely  literate  person  quite  generous  leeway  in  English  usage.  Only 
those  who  have  been  reared  in  outmoded,  unnaturally  rigid  traditions 
of  language  censure  the  splitter  of  infinitives  or  the  supposed  igno¬ 
ramus  who  ends  a  sentence  with  a  preposition.  Probably  no  reputable 
modern  grammarian  will  deny  that  “It  is  me”  is  perfectly  good  collo¬ 
quial  English  or  that  there  are  many  situations  in  which  it  is  con¬ 
spicuously  awkward  not  to  split  an  infinitive.  Only  when  a  writer  or 
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speaker  indulges  in  errors  which  are  not  condoned,  even  by  the  most 
liberal  arbiters,  are  we  justified  in  calling  him  uneducated.  In  the  case 
of  the  person  in  Example  3,  page  53,  we  are  amply  justified. 

Grammar  is  the  most  obvious  clue  to  a  person’s  educational  back¬ 
ground.  Another,  equally  important,  clue  is  vocabulary.  The  writer 
or  speaker  who  uses  words  accurately  and  appropriately,  as  does  the 
writer  of  Example  7,  is  well  educated  beyond  question— whether  for¬ 
mally,  in  college  or  university,  or  informally,  by  wide  and  thoughtful 
reading,  is  immaterial.  On  the  other  hand,  the  person  who  strays 
beyond  the  confines  of  his  established  vocabulary  and  misuses  words, 
either  by  mistaking  their  meaning  or  by  insensitivity  to  connotation, 
is  not  soundly  educated,  because  one  of  the  first  purposes  of  education 
is  to  teach  people  to  use  their  native  language  with  accuracy.  Again, 
the  verbose  market  prophet  in  Example  5,  although  he  uses  words 
correctly,  is  no  better  off  than  the  man  who  uses  words  of  whose 
meaning  or  connotation  he  is  not  sure,  for  he  fails  to  understand  that 
stilted  language  is  entirely  out  of  place  in  a  simple  statement.  The 
only  way  we  can  be  fair  judges  of  another  person’s  use  of  language 
is  to  be  accurate  users  of  it  ourselves.  Only  when  we  are  ourselves 
certain  of  the  meaning  and  connotation  of  a  word  can  we  justly  call 
someone  else  to  account  for  his  clumsiness  in  expression. 

4.  Time  clues.  We  have  already  seen,  in  Chapter  One,  how  words 
shift  in  meaning  through  the  years.  Many  other  words,  once  in  com¬ 
mon  use,  have  disappeared  except  in  historical  references,  either  be¬ 
cause  the  object  they  designated  has  itself  vanished  or  become  simply 
a  museum  piece  (Dundreary  whiskers ,  sponging  house ,  carpet  hag , 
gig),  or  because  other  words  took  their  place  ( rubberneck  wagon, 
watering  place ,  dead  beat ,  pantaloons ,  counting  house).  The  occur¬ 
rence  of  a  word  used  in  an  obsolete  sense,  or  of  a  word  that  is  itself 
obsolete,  is  a  clue  to  the  date  of  the  passage  in  question.  If  we  know 
approximately  when  the  word,  or  the  old  meaning,  was  current,  we 
have  an  approximate  dating  for  the  passage.  The  Oxford  English 
Dictionary  and  its  American  counterpart,  the  Dictionary  of  American 
English ,  are  the  standard  sources  of  information  on  this  subject. 

The  occurrence  of  slang  or  colloquialisms  is  a  particularly  impor¬ 
tant  clue  to  the  time  background  of  a  passage.  A  letter  in  which  a 
young  man  speaks  of  a  fraternity  stag  party  or  a  musical  comedy  as 
having  been  “bully”  can  be  dated  with  fair  accuracy  about  sixty  years 
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ago;  Theodore  Roosevelt  was  particularly  addicted  to  the  use  of  the 
word  as  a  general  mark  of  enthusiastic  approval.  A  young  lady's  char¬ 
acterization  of  a  picnic  supper  as  “elegant”  would  probably  belong 
to  the  nineteenth  century— or  to  one  who  dates  from  that  period; 
elegant  once  served  all  the  purposes  which  swell  or  super  served  more 
recently.  Hooch ,  lounge  lizard ,  tin  lizzie ,  make  whoopee ,  sheik ,  the 
cat's  pajamas ,  banana  oil,  baloney  suggest  that  a  certain  piece  of 
writing  dates  from  the  1920s,  although  if  they  occur  in  dialogue  they 
may  simply  show  that  a  more  recent  author  wants  to  represent  the 
flavor  of  talk  in  that  era.  Boondoggle ,  corny ,  and  zoot  suit  are  slang 
of  a  more  recent  vintage.  It  would  be  interesting  to  gather  a  list  of 
all  the  words  that  have  been  used,  at  one  time  or  another,  to  designate 
the  activity  once  known  as  sparking  or  spooning ,  later  as  pitching 
woo,  and  still  later  as  smooching.  What  are  the  current  slang  terms? 
And  while  you  are  at  it,  what  are  the  terms  now  popular  among  high- 
school  and  college  students  to  express  strong  approval  or  disapproval 
of  a  member  of  the  opposite  sex?  (In  the  1920s,  for  example,  it  was 
high  praise  to  say  of  a  flapper  that  she  had  plenty  of  “it.”  “It”  later 
became  the  somewhat  more  specific  sex  appeal.  Twenty  years  later, 
the  girl  would  speak  of  the  dreamboat  she  was  dating,  or  of  the  drip 
or  goon  or,  still  more  recently,  of  the  weirdie  she  wouldn’t  think  of 
dating.) 


Clues  to  Personality  and  Intention 

Just  as  slang  comes  and  goes,  so  does  another  kind  of  language— 
the  “intensive”  or  the  simple  exaggeration.  These  are  words  intended 
to  step  up  the  emotional  voltage  of  an  idea,  to  make  a  fairly  common¬ 
place  or  mild  statement  seem  more  dramatic  or  important  than  it 
really  is.  Every  few  years  there  is  a  new  crop  of  such  words,  which 
quickly  become  overused  and  thus  lose  whatever  power  they  originally 
possessed.  Nobody  responds  to  them  any  longer,  and  the  person  who 
persists  in  using  them  can  fairly  be  said  to  be  vocabulary- poor.  Habit¬ 
ual,  indiscriminate  use  of  what  were  once  high-powered  words  of 
praise  or  wonder  ( fabulous ,  fascinating ,  tremendous,  intriguing,  aston¬ 
ishing,  terrific)  or  of  condemnation  or  shock  (horrible,  awful,  terrible. 
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dreadful)  is  a  sign  that  one  cannot  think  of  words  that  are  more 
appropriate  to  the  situation  and  less  threadbare,  or  is  too  lazy  to  use 
them.  It  is  not  a  sign  that  he  lacks  a  college  degree,  but  it  does  sug¬ 
gest  that  in  this  respect,  at  least,  his  education  has  been  deficient. 

Used  cautiously,  and  with  the  realization  that  they  are  nothing 
more  than  indications,  all  of  the  preceding  types  of  clue  can  throw 
light  upon  the  social,  occupational,  and  educational  background  of 
the  writer  or  speaker.  But  language  also  contains  subtle  clues  to  the 
writers  character,  personality,  and  intentions.  “Style  is  the  man” 
once  remarked  a  famous  critic;  and  it  is  true  that  a  person's  habitual 
manner  of  speaking  or  writing,  or  the  manner  he  assumes  for  a  par¬ 
ticular  occasion,  reflects  more  of  him  than  he  is  aware. 

For  example,  compare  two  ways  in  which  a  man  might  express 
his  desire  to  borrow  five  dollars:  (1)  “Listen,  slip  me  a  fin,  will  you? 
I'm  in  a  jam.  I'll  pay  you  back  Saturday.”  (2)  “I’m  awfully  sorry  to 
bother  you,  old  man,  but  I  wonder  if  you  could  possibly  lend  me  five 
dollars.  I'm  in  a  sort  of  predicament.  I  will  repay  you  on  Saturday.” 
The  language  in  which  the  first  appeal  is  couched  suggests  that  the 
speaker  is  the  kind  of  person  to  whom  slang  is  the  normal  mode  of 
expression.  (With  that  clue,  you  can  fill  in  the  details  of  the  portrait 
for  yourself.)  The  meaning  of  the  second  appeal  is  identical,  and  the 
general  approach  is  the  same:  “chummy”  might  be  the  word  for  it. 
But  whereas  the  first  speaker  is  unabashed  and  forthright,  the  other 
is  diffident  and,  in  the  slang  sense  of  the  word,  “smooth.”  The  per¬ 
sonalities  of  the  two  men,  one  is  tempted  to  say,  are  as  different  as 
the  connotations  of  jam  and  predicament.  Would  it  be  safe  to  say 
that  the  first  man  is  used  to  borrowing  from  his  friends,  while  the 
second  is  embarrassed  to  do  so?  Or  is  the  seeming  hesitancy  of  the 
latter  just  an  affectation? 

Again,  take  these  two  versions  of  another  idea:  (1)  “She  don't 
think  much  of  him,  but  believe  me,  if  I  ever  got  my  hooks  into  him, 
nobody  else  wouldn't  ever  have  a  chance  at  him.”  (2)  “Poor  Elsie 
treats  him  rather  frivolously,  I'm  afraid.  I  confess  I  have  a  different 
feeling  about  men  like  him.  I  find  them  quite  fascinating.”  What  a 
difference  between  the  two  women,  at  least  on  the  surface!  The  first, 
whatever  the  shortcomings  of  her  grammar,  is  blunt,  outspoken:  let 
her  once  get  that  man  into  her  clutches.  .  .  .  The  second  girl,  how¬ 
ever,  tries  to  disguise  her  eagerness  for  the  man  by  a  studiedly  light, 
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offhand  manner  of  speaking.  She  does  not  even  come  right  out  and 
say  she  wants  that  man— she  merely  is  fascinated  by  his  type!  One 
could  conclude,  then,  that  she  places  more  store  upon  outward  ap¬ 
pearance;  she  does  not  want  to  admit  her  feelings  as  candidly  as  does 
the  plain-speaking  girl.  The  rather  and  the  quite,  for  their  part,  sug¬ 
gest  that  she  is  of  a  different  social  class  from  the  other  girl;  they  are 
mannerisms  characteristic  of  a  certain  upper  stratum  of  society,  or  of 
what  would  like  to  think  of  itself  as  being  an  upper  stratum.  It  is  also 
possible,  of  course,  that  she  is  merely  putting  on  airs. 

In  Chapter  One  we  saw  how  connotations  are  used  to  influence 
others  to  pass  judgment  upon  a  given  idea  or  person.  Connotations 
also  reveal  the  writer's  or  speaker's  own  judgment,  often  without  his 
knowledge  or  desire.  This  is  one  of  the  most  valuable  phases  of  intel¬ 
ligent  reading— the  analysis  of  a  person's  language  to  discover  his 
true  feelings  about  a  matter.  We  often  find  that  even  though  a  man 
asserts  he  has  no  prejudice  in  a  certain  matter,  his  choice  of  words 
betrays  his  bias;  or  we  may  find  that  his  true  feelings  on  a  question, 
as  reflected  by  his  diction,  are  the  direct  opposite  of  his  alleged  feel¬ 
ings.  Examination  of  diction,  therefore,  helps  us  see  the  truth  despite 
a  writer's  attempt  to  conceal  it. 

Suppose  the  second  woman  quoted  above— the  one  who  had  de¬ 
signs  on  the  man  Elsie  didn't  appreciate— remarked,  in  another  con¬ 
nection,  that  she  came  from  a  family  of  "simple,  good-hearted  moun¬ 
tain  people.''  Quite  plainly  she  would  have  been  patronizing  them— 
acknowledging  their  humble  goodness  while  implying  (by  what  she 
left  unsaid)  that  they  were,  after  all,  a  pretty  uncultivated  lot, 
whatever  their  rough  native  virtues.  In  other  words,  by  casting  empha¬ 
sis  upon  the  traits  of  simplicity  and  good-heartedness  she  avoided 
expressing  a  judgment,  which  might  have  been  by  no  means  flatter¬ 
ing,  upon  their  intelligence,  social  charm,  cleanliness,  and  other  char¬ 
acteristics.  From  her  choice  of  words,  therefore,  we  can  infer  some¬ 
thing  of  her  own  personality:  she  has  a  definite  sense  of  personal 
superiority  but  at  the  same  time  she  wants  to  appear  tolerant.  But 
what  if,  on  the  other  hand,  those  same  "simple,  good-hearted  moun¬ 
tain  people"  had  been  described  as  being  "one  generation  removed 
from  the  baboons,  and  they  still  feel  uncomfortable  when  they  sit 
in  a  chair"?  Here  the  writer  makes  no  effort  to  disguise  the  revulsion 
which  these  people  breed  in  him;  he  even  magnifies  it  by  humorous 
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exaggeration.  He  also  is  prejudiced,  but  at  least  he  does  not  conceal 
his  bias.  He  is  an  honest,  if  intolerant,  man. 

Jt  is  impossible  to  lay  down  any  rules  for  this  sort  of  character- 
reading  through  diction.  It  requires,  far  more  than  rules,  two  gifts: 
a  sense  of  the  implications  of  words— in  what  situation  they  would 
most  likely  be  used,  and  by  just  what  sort  of  person,  and  for  what 
purpose— and,  equally  important,  a  shrewd  sense  of  human  nature. 
And  there  is  always  the  possibility  of  error.  We  are  dealing  here  with 
probabilities,  never  with  certainties.  But  the  attempt  to  read  deeper 
into  a  passage  of  writing— to  discover,  by  a  careful  consideration  of 
the  way  in  which  the  writer  expresses  himself,  more  than  he  chooses 
to  tell  you— often  pays  rich  dividends. 


EXERCISE  1 

Use  clues  of  diction  to  infer  as  much  as  you  can  about  the  person 
who  wrote  (or  spoke)  each  of  the  following  statements: 

1.  (a)  He  has  no  spunk. 

(b)  He  has  no  guts. 

(c)  He  has  no  intestinal  fortitude. 

(d)  He  is  regrettably  lacking  in  determination. 

(e)  The  trouble  with  him,  he's  invertebrate. 

(f)  I  could  make  a  better  backbone  out  of  a  banana. 

2.  Just  our  luck.  Don  dug  the  obit  out  of  the  morgue  a  week  ago  and 
we  had  it  in  type,  all  ready  for  the  word  from  Mac,  who  was  standing 
the  death  watch  at  the  hospital.  So  what  happens?  He  calls  ten 
minutes  after  the  last  edition  has  gone  to  bed. 

3.  I  rang  through  to  the  theatre,  but  they  couldn't  give  me  anything 
but  two  seats  in  the  stalls  a  fortnight  from  Boxing  Day. 

4.  Oh,  Doris !  What  a  delightful  surprise!  I  hadn't  known  you  were 
coming  to  the  reunion.  My  dear,  why  haven’t  I  heard  from  you? 
It's  been  years  and  years! 

5.  I  sure  was  aggravated  when  I  heard  he  hadn't  turned  in  that  theme 
for  me.  When  I  saw  him  last  night,  he  inferred  that  he  had. 

6.  Despite  the  dark  and  ominous  clouds  that  seem  to  hover  everywhere 
we  look,  we  can  forge  ahead  to  ever  greater  achievements  if  we  but 
retain  our  faith  in  the  eternal  verities  to  which  our  grandparents 
clung  and  refuse  to  be  daunted  by  the  prophets  of  gloom  and  doom. 

7.  You  take  a  very  handsome  guy,  or  a  guy  that  thinks  he's  a  real  hot- 
shot,  and  they're  always  asking  you  to  do  them  a  big  favor.  Just  be- 
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cause  they're  crazy  about  themself,  they  think  you're  crazy  about 
them,  too,  and  that  you're  just  dying  to  do  them  a  favor.  It's  sort  of 
funny,  in  a  way. 

8.  Look  you,  forsooth,  I  am,  as  it  were,  bound  for  the  land  of  matri¬ 
mony;  'tis  a  voyage,  d'ye  see,  that  was  none  of  my  seeking,  I  was 
commanded  by  father,  and  if  you  like  of  it  mayhap  I  may  steer  into 
your  harbour.  How  say  you,  mistress?  The  short  of  the  thing  is,  that 
if  you  like  me,  and  I  like  you,  we  may  chance  to  swing  in  a  hammock 
together. 

9.  My  friends,  Peace  be  on  this  house!  On  the  master  thereof,  on  the 
mistress  thereof,  on  the  young  maidens,  and  on  the  young  men! 
My  friends,  why  do  I  wish  for  peace?  What  is  peace?  Is  it  war?  No. 
Is  it  strife?  No.  Is  it  lovely,  and  gentle,  and  beautiful,  and  pleasant, 
and  serene,  and  joyful?  O  yes!  Therefore,  my  friends,  I  wish  for 
peace,  upon  you  and  yours. 

10.  When  I  struck  the  town  I  see  there  warn't  nobody  out  in  the  storm, 
so  I  never  hunted  for  no  back  streets  but  humped  it  straight  through 
the  main  one,  and  when  I  begun  to  get  towards  our  house  I  aimed 
my  eye  and  set  it.  No  light  there;  the  house  all  dark — which  made  me 
feel  sorry  and  disappointed,  I  didn’t  know  why. 


EXERCISE  2 

The  following  letter  was  written  by  a  prisoner  in  a  state  peni¬ 
tentiary  to  the  police  officer  who  had  been  largely  responsible  for  his 
receiving  a  long-term  sentence  for  robbery.  How  much  can  you  infer 
about  the  prisoner  s  degree  of  education ,  his  personality ,  and  his 
outlook? 

My  dear  Mr.  Kauffman: 

Another  Christmas  is  about  here  and  I  am  still  in  the  process  of 
social  rehabilitation.  Honestly  John,  do  you  think  that  I  am  so  harden 
against  the  susceptibilities  of  reformation  that  all  of  these  years  are  neces¬ 
sary  for  society  to  realize  her  objective?  Sometimes  while  in  one  of  those 
characteristic  moods  of  retrospection  I  think  of  the  true  prophesy  I  made 
in  regards  to  my  present  plight.  Doubtless,  you  may  also  be  able  to  recall 
the  pronastication  I  made  in  regards  to  that  magazine  article,  “Life  begins 
at  sixty-five."  It  is  unnecessary  for  me  to  say  I  was  not  at  all  serious  but 
somehow  I  have  conceived  the  idea  that  his  honor  was.  What  do  you 
think? 

Well,  John,  as  in  Dante's  “Inferno,"  I  am  at  present  enjoying  that 
state  of  re-segration.  Upon  the  termination  of  my  quarantine  period  in 
May,  I  asked  permission  to  go  to  school,  which  was  granted.  I  was  making 
good  progress  in  my  clerical  work  until  I  aspired  to  the  more  academic 
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subject  of  geology.  Naturally,  I  wished  a  little  practical  experience;  there¬ 
fore  I  made  a  couple  of  explorations  into  the  more  subterraneous  cavities 
of  the  institution  for  that  purpose,  and  can  you  imagine  my  consternation 
upon  being  apprehended  and  having  a  misinterpretation  taken  of  my 
geological  propensities.  During  the  earlier  part  of  my  incarceration  I  found 
a  profound  necessity  for  the  sake  of  mental  stability  to  accept  some  me¬ 
dium  of  philosophy  which  would  make  a  partial  alleviation  of  such  a 
invariable  routine  of  monotony.  What  would  be  more  appropriate  than 
for  me  to  become  a  student  of  the  old  stoic  Socrates?  In  accepting  such 
a  medium  of  philosophy  I  took  their  misconception  with  placid  resigna¬ 
tion,  as  I  realize  that  they  do  not  understand  such  an  aspiration. 

Before  ending  this  idiotic  epistle,  as  I  see  paper  is  getting  short,  I 
wish  to  take  this  opportunity  of  wishing  you  a  Merry  X-Mas.  So  until 
next  Christmas,  good  luck  and  health. 

Gratefully  yours. 


EXERCISE  5 

Each  of  the  following  groups  is  composed  of  words  and  phrases 
which ,  while  having  the  same  general  denotation,  vary  in  connotation . 
Examine  each  member  of  the  group  for  clues  to  the  kind  of  person 
who  would  use  such  a  term  (sex,  occupation,  age,  and  so  forth),  his 
attitude  toward  whatever  the  word  refers  to,  and  his  probable  reason 
for  selecting  that  particular  term  rather  than  another.  Some  words, 
of  course,  are  richer  in  clues  than  others. 

1.  drinker,  alcoholic,  sot,  inebriate,  drinking  man,  drunkard,  dipso¬ 
maniac,  drunk,  wino 

2.  inventory  adjustment,  recession,  decline,  depression,  slump,  dip, 
leveling  off,  hard  times 

3.  belly,  stomach,  abdomen,  nether  regions,  gut,  breadbasket,  midriff, 
tummy,  midsection 

4.  cinema,  flickers,  movies,  show,  motion  pictures,  picture  show,  film 

5.  whopper,  fib,  lie,  story,  prevarication,  misrepresentation 

6.  senior  citizen,  codger,  old  gentleman,  old  man,  elderly  man,  geezer, 
oldster,  octogenarian 

7.  kid,  boy,  lad,  urchin,  brat,  young  person,  tyke,  member  of  the  rising 
generation,  future  citizen,  juvenile 

8.  village,  community,  crossroads,  whistle  stop,  jerkwater  town,  Podunk, 
rural  settlement,  hick  town 

9.  nonintellectual  type,  dope,  plodder,  backward  student,  dull  pupil, 
knucklehead,  member  of  a  slow  group,  dunce 

10.  undergarments,  lingerie,  unmentionables,  underwear,  underthings, 
intimate  apparel,  undies 
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11.  derelict,  bum,  gentleman  of  the  road,  hobo,  person  with  no  fixed 
abode,  tramp,  vagrant,  drifter 

12.  traveling  salesman,  commercial  traveler,  drummer,  pavement  pounder 

13.  peace  officer,  law  enforcement  officer,  policeman,  cop,  copper,  flat- 
foot,  the  law,  gendarme 

14.  corpse,  body,  remains,  carrion,  carcass,  stiff,  subject 

15.  colleague,  ally,  associate,  sidekick,  partner,  mate,  confederate,  com¬ 
rade,  buddy,  accomplice 


Talking  the  Language  of  the  Audience 

In  Chapter  One  we  pointed  out  that  every  writer  who  wishes  to 
be  understood  must  take  care  to  select  words  that  connote  the  same 
thing  to  his  audience  generally  that  they  do  to  him  personally;  other¬ 
wise  his  message  will  not  be  received  as  he  sent  it.  Not  only  must 
words  be  used  whose  connotations  can  be  depended  upon  to  convey 
shades  of  meaning  from  writer  to  reader;  in  addition,  the  writer's 
vocabulary  must  be  that  of  his  audience,  and  the  way  he  says  things — 
his  use  or  avoidance  of  slang,  for  example— must  accommodate  the 
habits  of  his  audience.  Only  then  can  he  be  certain  that  he  is  estab¬ 
lishing  rapport  with  those  whom  he  wishes  to  inform  or  persuade. 

The  way  in  which  vocabulary  is  selected  to  suit  the  experience 
and  limitations  of  the  audience  can  be  illustrated  by  the  obvious 
differences  between  history  books  written  for  fourth  graders,  for  high- 
school  students,  for  college  students,  and  for  historians.  As  you  read 
the  following  excerpts  from  four  such  books,  try  to  discover  how 
each  differs  from  the  others  in  simplicity  or  complexity  of  vocabulary. 
In  your  estimation,  do  the  authors  accurately  adapt  their  language  to 
the  capacities  of  their  respective  audiences?  Are  there  any  words  or 
phrases  that  you  feel  are  too  difficult  for  the  intended  readers,  or,  on 
the  other  hand,  any  that  suggest  oversimplification  or  "talking  down"? 

1.  (Fourth  Grade ) 

The  army  camped  at  Valley  Forge.  During  the  terrible,  cold  winter 
of  1777-1778,  Washington  and  his  men  were  camped  in  a  few  log 
cabins  on  the  snowy  plains  of  Valley  Forge,  just  twenty  miles  outside 
of  Philadelphia. 
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The  men  were  half  starved,  for  their  food  was  nearly  gone.  They 
were  cold,  for  their  uniforms  were  ragged  and  thin,  and  their  shoes 
were  torn.  Their  feet  were  cut  and  bleeding  and  often  left  bloody 
tracks  in  the  snow.  The  soldiers  wrapped  their  feet  in  old  cloth  or 
paper  when  they  could,  but  this  was  not  warm  or  comfortable.  Hun¬ 
dreds  of  soldiers  lay  wounded  or  sick.  There  were  only  a  few  doctors 
and  very  little  medicine  to  help  them. 

Washington  was  indeed  saddened  at  his  men’s  suffering.  When 
would  the  states  send  him  the  supplies  he  and  his  soldiers  needed 
so  badly?  He  could  not  wait.  He  spent  thousands  of  dollars  of  his 
own  fortune  to  buy  provisions,  and  wrote  many  letters  to  his  friends 
begging  for  help. 

Tilings  seemed  to  be  going  from  bad  to  worse  for  the  Americans, 
so  they  decided  to  look  for  help  outside  their  own  country.  Benjamin 
Franklin  went  to  France  to  ask  for  help.* 

2.  ( High  School ) 

The  spot  which  Washington  chose  for  his  winter  encampment  on 
the  Schuylkill  River,  twenty  miles  above  Philadelphia,  has  become 
a  name  to  immortalize  the  sufferings  and  endurance  of  the  American 
army.  While  the  British  were  making  the  winter  gay  with  balls  and 
pageants  in  the  captured  city,  Washington’s  eight  thousand  men, 
housed  in  rude  huts  which  they  built  from  the  trees  of  the  surround¬ 
ing  forest,  shivering  from  lack  of  clothing  and  blankets,  and  leaving 
their  bloody  footprints  on  the  snow  as  they  toiled,  dragging  the 
cannon  or  foraging  for  firewood,  presented  a  harrowing  picture  of 
distress.  Valley  Forge  was  a  terrible  test  of  their  great  commander’s 
courage  too.  Not  only  did  he  suffer  from  the  hardships  of  his  soldiers 
but  he  had  to  endure  also  personal  humiliation.  The  Congress 
(which  had  fled  to  York  before  Howe’s  army)  criticized  him  for 
retiring  from  Philadelphia.  This  treatment  drew  from  Washington 
one  of  his  few  sarcastic  replies  to  Congress:  “I  can  assure  those  gen¬ 
tlemen  that  it  is  much  easier  and  less  distressing  to  draw  remon¬ 
strances  in  a  comfortable  room  by  a  good  fireside  than  to  occupy  a 
cold,  bleak  hill,  and  sleep  under  frost  and  snow  without  clothes  or 
blankets.”  Odious  comparisons  were  made  between  the  failures  at 
Brandywine  and  Germantown  and  Gates’s  brilliant  success  at  Sara¬ 
toga.  A  group  of  generals  and  members  of  Congress  joined  in  a  cabal 
against  Washington  headed  by  the  inspector-general  Conway,  to 
supplant  him  by  Gates.  His  repeated  supplications  for  supplies  went 
unheeded,  t 

*  Quoted  from  Gertrude  Stephens  Brown,  Your  Country  and  Mine  (Boston, 
1958),  by  permission  of  Ginn  and  Company. 

t  Quoted  from  David  S.  Muzzey,  A  History  of  Our  Country,  new  edition 
(Boston,  1955),  by  permission  of  Ginn  and  Company. 


TALKING  THE  LANGUAGE  OF  THE  AUDIENCE  *  67 


3.  ( College ) 

During  the  winter  of  1777-78  Washington’s  army  was  quartered  at 
Valley  Forge.  While  here  the  soldiers  were  subjected  to  extreme 
hardships  owing  to  a  shortage  of  food  and  clothing.  These  sufferings 
could  have  been  avoided  if  proper  arrangements  had  been  made  for 
bringing  in  supplies;  for  there  was  an  adequate  stock  of  food  in  the 
country.  The  failure  to  meet  the  needs  of  the  army  was  due  mainly 
to  a  lack  of  transportation  facilities,  and  this  handicap  was  aggra¬ 
vated  by  the  inefficiency  of  Congress.  Another  cause  was  the  depre¬ 
ciated  paper  money.  British  gold  enabled  Howe’s  army  in  Philadel¬ 
phia  to  live  in  luxury,  whereas  the  Pennsylvania  farmers  refused  to 
supply  Washington’s  soldiers  with  food  in  exchange  for  their  cheap 
paper  money.  Over  this  scene  of  unnecessary  distress,  Washington’s 
grandeur  of  character  shed  the  one  bright  gleam  of  splendor.  He  was 
daily  confronted  with  the  sufferings  of  a  justly  complaining  army, 
the  intriguing  efforts  of  some  of  his  subordinate  officers  to  displace 
him,  the  impotence  of  the  government,  and  the  unconcern  and  lack 
of  patriotism  exhibited  by  the  civilian  population.  In  this  atmosphere 
of  envy  and  selfishness  he  stood  erect  and  exhibited  a  faith  and 
composure  which  stamped  him  as  one  of  the  world’s  noblest  char¬ 
acters.* 

4.  ( Historians ,  and  well-educated  general  readers ) 

Through  the  worst  of  the  ordeal,  even  in  the  dreadful  third  week 
of  February,  1778,  Washington  had  retained  outwardly  his  unshaken 
composure,  “his  calm  and  firm  behavior,”  as  one  officer  styled  it;  and 
he  did  not  lose  that  self  mastery  as  the  days  of  late  winter  dragged 
by,  and  the  hour-by-hour  uncertainty  and  concern  over  provisions 
was  aggravated  by  a  hundred  vexations  in  the  problems  of  things 
material  and  in  the  management  of  men.  His  was  the  task  of  plan¬ 
ning  for  the  victorious  long  life  of  an  Army  that  might  die  of  starva¬ 
tion  the  very  next  week.  Washington  had,  fortunately,  the  com¬ 
panionship  of  Martha  who  lightened  the  long  evenings  and  directed 
the  spartan  entertainment  at  headquarters,  where,  on  occasion,  she 
had  the  assistance  of  Mrs.  Nathanael  Greene,  Lady  Stirling,  Lady 
Kitty  Stirling  and  others.  Simple  as  were  the  diversions  in  officers’ 
quarters,  they  represented  some  unhappy  hours  because  they  were  in 
heartrending  contrast  to  the  life  of  the  soldiers.  Washington  made 
the  best  of  what  he  could  not  change,  and  as  his  duties  multiplied, 
he  used  increasingly  the  service  of  a  staff  he  now  was  free  to  augment 
as  he  saw  fit  though  actually  lie  added  no  members.  Col.  Alexander 
Scammell,  the  new  Adjutant  General,  proved  competent  and  highly 

*  From  O.  P.  Chitwood  and  F.  L.  Owsley,  A  Short  History  of  the  American 
People,  Copyright  1955,  D.  Van  Nostrand  Company,  Inc.,  Princeton,  N.J. 
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diverting  as  a  humorist  but  he  had  to  confess  that  his  duties  were 

intolerably  heavy. 

Almost  every  book  that  is  published,  whether  it  be  a  textbook 
or  a  novel  or  a  how-to-do-it  manual,  is  deliberately  written  for  a 
particular  audience.  And  so  with  magazines.  To  appeal  to  the  audi¬ 
ence  for  which  it  is  designed,  every  magazine  must  be  carefully  edited 
so  that  its  language  is  the  one  with  which  its  readers  are  most  at 
home.  Boys’  Life,  the  Boy  Scout  magazine,  must  avoid  difficult, 
unusual  words  because  its  audience  is  composed  largely  of  teen-aged 
boys.  Vogue  may  allow  itself  more  freedom  in  this  respect,  but  on 
the  other  hand  it  must  be  careful  always  to  use  the  diction  most 
natural  to  women— for  example,  adjectives  that  appeal  most  strongly 
to  feminine  tastes,  pert,  charming,  sophisticated,  youthful,  alluring , 
and  so  on.  (One  can  imagine  the  results  were  the  Vogue  style  to  be 
transferred  to  Boys’  Life— or  Esquire .)  The  diction  of  a  writer  for 
Good  Housekeeping  must  differ  from  that  of  a  writer  for  The  Ameri¬ 
can  Scholar.  An  article  written  to  the  specifications  of  Fortune  would 
be  out  of  place  in  the  pages  of  True  Detective. 

This  constant  requirement,  that  the  writer  adapt  his  style  to  the 
tastes  and  habits  of  his  audience,  is  most  important  when  he  is  at¬ 
tempting  to  move  them  to  a  course  of  thought  or  action.  Now  he 
not  only  has  to  tell  them  something  by  way  of  information:  he  has 
to  make  them  think  and  act  in  the  way  he  desires.  And  there  is  no 
more  effective  device  for  doing  so  than  speaking  to  them  in  their 
own  language.  “He  speaks  my  language”  is  no  empty  compliment;  it 
means  that  one  likes  a  certain  person  because  his  manner  of  expres¬ 
sion  identifies  him  with  one's  own  group.  Suppose  a  professor  of 
economics  addresses  a  meeting  of  a  steelworkers'  union.  If  he  speaks  to 
them  in  the  language  in  which  he  is  accustomed  to  speak  to  his 
classes  or  to  his  colleagues,  his  chances  of  persuading  the  steel¬ 
workers  are  slim.  If,  however,  he  has  the  knack  of  talking  their  own 
language— without  their  ever  feeling  that  he  is  deliberately  “talking 
down”  to  them— he  can  be  a  great  success.  As  they  leave  the  hall,  they 
will  be  saying  that  he  is  a  swell  guy,  even  if  he  is  a  college  prof— he 
didn't  put  on  the  dog  but  talked  to  them  straight  from  the  shoulder. 
And  (and  this  is  the  important  thing)  they  will  be  inclined  to  react 
favorably  not  only  to  his  manner  but  to  what  he  was  saying  to  them. 

The  use  of  appropriate  diction  to  establish  rapport  between 
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the  writer  or  speaker  and  his  audience  can  often  become  abuse.  Just 
as  is  the  case  with  words  of  highly  emotional  connotation,  the  em¬ 
ployment  of  words  and  idioms  designed  to  promote  a  fellow-feeling 
between  the  two  parties  can  divert  attention  from  the  reasonableness 
of  any  argument.  “We’re  pals,  we  see  eye-to-eye,  and  of  course  you’ll 
believe  what  I’m  telling  you.” 

BULL  SESSION 

.  .  .  Sometimes  it  doesn't  take  much  to  get  a  guy  wondering. 

You  probably  never  heard  of  me.  I’m  just  a  plain  guy.  Name  of  Joe 
Smith.  But  in  a  way  I’m  a  pretty  important  fella.  At  least  that’s  the 
way  Doc  Hibbard  put  it. 

Guess  I  must  have  been  really  spouting  off.  But  Doc  just  looked 
at  me  with  those  twinkling  eyes  of  his.  “Business  profits  too  big?” 
he  said,  with  a  chuckle.  “Why,  son,  they’re  as  American  as  apple 
pie.” 

He  pointed  to  little  Tim  Taylor — he’s  Ed  Taylor’s  boy — selling 
newspapers  on  the  corner. 

“Tim  there,  for  instance.  When  you  talk  about  monopolies  and 
more  taxes  on  big  business,  that’s  the  fellow  you’re  attacking.  ’Cause 
if  you  wrap  up  every  big  question  about  our  free-enterprise  economy, 
what  he  does  answers  it. 

“Tim  knows  what  the  American  Way  is,  all  right.  Lots  of  folks 
seem  to  think  you  can  get  something  for  nothing.  Not  Tim.  No  siree, 
you  don’t  catch  him  running  to  the  government  for  handouts.  Don’t 
hear  him  hollerin’  about  security,  either.” 

Doc  tapped  his  pipe  and  went  on.  “There  was  a  fellow  once  put 
it  pretty  well — ‘Let  not  him  who  is  houseless  pull  down  the  house 
of  another.’  ” 

Doc  paused  a  moment  and  then,  very  softly,  continued,  “The 
codger  who  said  that,  son,  was  a  fellow  called  Abe  Lincoln.” 

I  guess  that’s  when  I  began  to  see  things  differently.  And 
brother,  take  it  from  me,  maybe  it’s  time  all  of  us  did. 

Maybe  it’s  time  we  stopped  biting  the  hand  that  feeds  us. 
Maybe  it’s  time  we  got  behind  the  Tim  Taylors. 

Let’s  let  the  snake-oil  peddlers  yell  all  they  want  about  their 
isms  and  their  “security.”  Me  .  .  .  I’ll  take  vanilla. 

Yes  siree,  it  doesn’t  take  much  to  get  a  guy  to  wondering  these 

days. 


The  man  responsible  for  this  ad,  a  sophisticated  writer,  has  a 
message  to  deliver— something  about  the  superiority  of  “our  free- 
enterprise  economy,”  “the  American  Way,”  over  the  “isms”  vended 
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by  the  “snake-oil  peddlers/'  His  intended  audience  is  composed  of 
“plain  guys/7  And  so  he  writes  in  the  way  he  thinks  plain  guys  talk. 
Count  the  number  of  times  he  uses  words  designed  to  make  the 
reader  identify  himself  with  the  supposed  speaker:  guy,  plain  guy, 
fella,  folks ,  brother.  .  .  .  Note  the  free  use  of  colloquialisms  and  slang, 
beginning  with  the  title  of  the  piece  and  including  spouting  off ,  no 
siree,  take  it  from  me,  Fll  take  vanilla.  .  .  .  Sometimes  the  speaker 
omits  the  subject  of  his  sentence,  as  is  often  done  in  informal  talk: 
“Guess  I  must  have  been  really  spouting  off,77  “Don't  hear  him  hol¬ 
lerin'  about  security,  either.77  Note,  too,  the  short  sentences  and  the 
frequent  contractions  (doesn’t,  I’m ,  they’re). 

The  “logic77  behind  this  cracker-barrel  discourse  is:  (1)  I  talk 
like  you.  (2)  Therefore  (!)  I'm  really  like  you;  we’re  buddies.  (3)  If 
we're  buddies,  neither  of  us  is  a  high-dome  intellect.  We're  just 
ordinary  fellows,  with  plenty  of  horse  sense.  Like  you,  I  wouldn't 
deceive  anybody.  And,  since  you  have  plenty  of  horse  sense,  I  can 
depend  on  you  to  realize  the  truth  of  my  argument.  (4)  So  listen 
to  what  I  tell  you— man  to  man! 

The  reasoning  is  weak  in  every  link.  The  advertiser's  manner— 
his  diligent  attempt  to  say  his  say  in  just  the  language  that  will  make 
you  feel  most  at  home  with  him — has  nothing  at  all  to  do  with  the 
soundness  of  his  ideas.  Maybe  he  is  100  percent  right;  but  has  he 
proved  to  you  that  he  is— or,  indeed,  given  you  any  solid  reason  for 
believing  that  he  is?  Homely,  familiar  talk  can  often  be  a  device  for 
evading  or  concealing  the  real  issue,  for  inducing  the  reader  to  relax 
his  vigilance  and  take  ideas  on  faith  alone.  The  reader  is  in  danger 
of  buying  a  worthless  package  simply  because  it  is  attractively 
wrapped. 

The  same  device  is  dear  to  all  politicians,  and  for  exactly  the 
same  reason.  No  candidate  who  cherishes  votes  can  afford  to  allow 
himself  to  be  thought  of  as  several  notches  loftier  than  the  common 
run  of  men.  He  therefore  takes  pains  to  convince  his  prospective 
electors  that  he  is  wood  from  the  same  fine  block  from  which  they 
themselves  were  carved.  The  baby-kissing  expeditions,  the  clam  bakes, 
the  publicity  given  to  the  simple,  affectionate,  moral  domestic  life 
of  the  candidate— all  are  designed  to  encourage  the  people's  con¬ 
viction  that  he  is  one  of  them,  has  the  same  tastes  and  hobbies— 
and  therefore  (that  long-suffering  word!)  must  be  wise  and  honest. 
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too.  His  language  is  designed  to  serve  the  same  end,  especially  when 
he  is  meeting  the  electorate  face  to  face.  Public  education  has  pro¬ 
gressed  to  the  extent  that  every  politician  above  the  rank  of  ward- 
heeler  is  expected  to  be  reasonably  grammatical  in  his  public  utter¬ 
ances;  but  his  choice  of  words  must  convince  the  audience  that  this 
man  talks  their  language  (and  thinks  their  thoughts). 

The  most  famous  example  in  recent  history  of  the  careful  culti¬ 
vation  of  rapport  between  speaker  and  audience  was  President  Frank¬ 
lin  D.  Roosevelt's  fireside  chats.  The  magic  of  those  radio  talks  lay 
not  merely  in  the  inspired  name  that  was  given  to  them  (analyze 
the  connotations  of  fireside  and  chat);  it  lay  in  the  way  that  Mr. 
Roosevelt's  whole  manner— his  invariable  use  of  simple  words,  his 
homely  illustrations  and  analogies,  his  frequent  use  of  the  pronouns 
"you"  and  “I"  instead  of  the  impersonal  diction  of  the  statesman- 
fulfilled  the  promise  of  the  name.  Time  after  time  he  won  public 
support  for  his  side  of  a  controversy  by  talking  'with"  the  people,  in 
their  own  language. 


EXERCISE  4 

1.  What  requirements  of  diction  should  be  observed  in  writing  the 
following  items ? 

An  advertisement  of  a  new  antibiotic,  to  be  published  in  the  Journal  of 
the  American  Medical  Association. 

Directions  for  assembling  the  components  of  a  high-fidelity  record  player. 

A  booklet,  entitled  "So  You’re  Going  to  Plave  an  Operation!”,  to  be  given 
to  patients  admitted  to  the  surgical  section  of  a  hospital. 

A  story  in  a  magazine  intended  for  kindergarten-age  children. 

A  talk  to  be  delivered  to  the  Kiwanis  Club. 

An  article  on  new  trends  in  home  decoration,  to  be  published  in  one  of 
the  magazines  especially  intended  for  distribution  through  super¬ 
markets. 

2.  Write  one  or  more  of  the  following  assignments ,  choosing  your 
words  and  phrasing  your  sentences  to  suit  the  particular  person 
or  group  you  are  addressing: 

A  direct-mail  advertisement  of  this  book,  addressed  to  teachers  who  might 
adopt  it  in  their  classes. 
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Directions  for  assembling  a  model  airplane  bought  through  an  ad  in  a 
teen-age  boys’  magazine. 

An  article  for  the  school  paper  of  the  high  school  from  which  you  gradu¬ 
ated,  in  which  you,  as  a  college  student,  advise  juniors  and  seniors  how 
they  can  better  prepare  for  college  English  work. 

A  letter  to  the  dean,  asking  him  to  waive  a  certain  requirement,  on  the 
ground  that  if  he  doesn’t,  you  can’t  accept  a  bid  from  the  fraternity  or 
sorority  you  want  to  join. 

A  letter  to  your  congressman,  protesting  his  announced  stand  on  a  certain 
issue. 

A  bread-and-butter  letter  to  your  hostess  after  a  recent  week  end  spent 
at  her  home. 


EXERCISE  5 

The  following  statement  is  handed  to  each  student  in  the  fresh - 
man  composition  classes  at  a  large  American  university.  It  was  care¬ 
fully  phrased  in  order  to  make  two  things  perfectly  clear  to  the 
reader:  what  plagiarism  is  and  what  penalties  a  detected  plagiarist 
faces.  Examine  the  statement ,  sentence  by  sentence ,  to  determine 
how  successful  the  authors  were  in  writing  for  their  particular  audi¬ 
ence. 

To  the  Student: 

The  purpose  of  this  statement  is  to  help  and  protect  you  by  defining 
what  sorts  of  aid  you  may  and  may  not  receive  in  preparing  your  themes 
for  freshman  English.  This  has  proven  a  vexing  problem  for  students  faced 
for  the  first  time  with  the  writing  of  many  papers,  so  we  ask  you  to  read 
this  statement  with  care. 

Clearly  you  have  come  to  this  university  to  exchange  ideas  with  others 
as  well  as  to  take  in  new  ideas  from  your  teachers  and  from  books.  But 
unless  these  ideas  are  proven  in  your  experience — that  is,  unless  you  make 
them  your  own  by  thinking  them  through  and  finally  developing  them  in 
your  own  language — they  are  worthless.  There  is  no  objection,  then,  to 
your  discussing  the  topic  of  a  paper  with  others;  indeed  this  can  be  a 
broadening  experience  if  there  is  a  real  interchange  of  ideas.  Nor  do  we 
object  to  your  considering  ideas  gained  from  reading — if  your  teacher  feels 
that  you  must  read  to  complete  the  assignment — provided  you  put  these 
ideas  to  original  use  and  further  develop  them.  But  you  can  not  use  and 
develop  these  ideas  unless  you  first  express  them  adequately  and  literally 
in  your  own  words;  only  then  can  these  ideas  begin  to  become  your  own. 
If  you  do  thus  make  use  of  ideas  or  material  taken  over  from  other  persons 
or  documents,  published  or  otherwise,  you  must  be  sure  to  acknowledge 
specifically  in  the  paper  your  sources  of  information.  However,  the  basic 
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ideas  of  any  paper,  the  formulation  and  extension  of  the  ideas  derived 
from  reading,  the  writing  of  the  paper,  and  the  preparation  of  the  final 
draft  must  be  your  own  work.  In  this  way  alone  can  we  begin  to  fulfill 
the  purpose  of  the  course:  to  teach  you  to  express  yourself. 

If  you  are  to  do  an  intellectually  responsible  job,  then,  you  must 
never  passively  accept  the  ideas  or  the  work  of  others.  Conceivably  we 
could  grade  the  Reader's  Digest ,  if  that  be  the  source  of  a  paper,  or  the 
friend  on  whose  ideas  a  paper  is  based,  or  the  wife  who  may  have  written 
it,  but  what  value  would  this  have  for  the  student?  He  can  learn  and  the 
teacher  can  teach  only  when  the  student's  own  abilities  and  difficulties  are 
made  clear  in  the  student's  own  work.  For  the  same  reason  we  insist  that 
you  prepare  and  correct  your  own  drafts  of  each  paper:  the  corrections  of 
your  family  or  your  friends  cannot  reflect  your  own  knowledge.  If  some¬ 
one  types  your  paper  for  you,  have  him  type  exactly  what  you  give  him. 
The  paper  you  give  your  instructor  must  be  entirely  yours. 

We  do  not  list  these  many  qualifications  to  bedevil  you  but  to  protect 
you,  because  to  hand  in  work  as  your  own  that  is  not  your  own  or  to  help 
another  student  improperly — according  to  any  of  the  conditions  detailed 
above — lays  you  open  to  charges  of  plagiarism  or  cheating.  These  are  harsh 
words,  but  the  reality  is  harsher  still.  For  the  disciplinary  action  required 
in  such  cases  by  University  Rules  and  Regulations  can  include  a  statement 
on  the  student's  permanent  record  and  may  mean  dismissal  from  the 
university.  The  permanent  record  is  read  by  all  prospective  employers  and 
consulted  by  all  graduate  schools  which  the  student  might  want  to  attend; 
in  short,  the  record  haunts  him  for  the  rest  of  his  life.  This  may  seem 
severe  to  you.  In  affairs  of  cheating  and  plagiarism,  however,  the  integrity 
of  the  university,  which  depends  on  the  integrity  of  its  individual  students, 
is  at  stake. 

Finally,  we  realize  that  only  a  minute  percentage  of  students  willfully 
involve  themselves  in  plagiarism  or  cheating,  though  a  small  percentage 
may  mean  a  large  number  in  a  big  university.  But  some  students  can  be¬ 
come  innocently  entangled  by  not  understanding  quite  what  plagiarism 
and  cheating  consist  in  or  quite  what  risks  they  are  running.  It  is  to  pre¬ 
vent  such  misunderstandings  and  to  define  the  conditions  of  work  required 
in  freshman  English  that  we  are  distributing  this  statement  to  you. 

EXERCISE  6 

Every  writer  of  textbooks  faces  the  problem  of  suiting  his  style 
to  the  needs  and  capacities  of  a  particular  audience  and  of  avoiding 
both  oversimplification  and  overcomplexity.  In  an  effort  to  help 
authors  write  good ,  clear  college  textbooks ,  a  New  York  publishing 
firm  issued  a  series  of  brochures  called  “If  You  Are  Writing  a  Book  ” 
from  which  the  following  excerpts  are  taken: 
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The  fact  is  that  if  you  are  a  good  teacher,  you  can  probably  write  a  clear, 
simple  book.  For  if  you  are  a  good  teacher,  you  are  sufficiently  aware  of 
the  learning  situation  and  the  student  level  to  use,  vividly  and  forcefully, 
simple  words  and  simple  sentences,  and  you  know  that  your  goal  is  to 
teach  the  student  rather  than  to  impress  your  colleagues  with  your  general 
brilliance. 

Simplicity  does  not,  of  course,  mean  words  of  one  syllable  used  in 
sentences  of  idiot-child,  “see-the-tree”  construction.  A  textbook  must  be 
geared  to  the  level  of  the  subject  matter  and  of  the  student,  and  such  a 
sentence  as  “College  glee  clubs  may  be  classified  in  three  distinct  cate¬ 
gories:  (1)  those  which  contain  only  male  members;  (2)  those  which 
contain  only  female  members;  and  (3)  those  which  contain  both  male 
and  female  members”  is  quite  as  undesirable  as  one  which  can  be  under¬ 
stood  only  with  the  aid  of  a  dictionary  and  a  grammar.  Simplicity  depends 
also  upon  context.  In  a  general  biology,  the  sentence  “All  ontogeny  re¬ 
capitulates  phylogeny”  is  anything  but  simple  when  it  opens  the  second 
chapter.  But  it  may  be  crystal  clear  as  the  last  sentence  of  the  tenth. 

#  $  $  *  $ 

Perhaps  the  most  common  temptation  ...  is  to  indulge — in  text 
and  footnote — in  scholarly  pyrotechnics.  These  are  likely  to  dazzle  the 
author’s  colleagues,  but  they  are  equally  likely  to  strike  the  students  stone- 
blind.  Other  authors  try  to  achieve  rapport  with  the  student  through  a 
kind  of  slangy  colloquialism  and  the  use  of  situations  and  analogies  that 
they  fondly  believe  to  be  “really  at  the  level  of  the  student.”  But  this 
sort  of  writing  is  so  “loose”  as  to  be  valueless  in  communicating  concepts 
with  any  degree  of  precision.  Perhaps  more  important,  many  students  are 
almost  hypochondriacally  sensitive  to  being  talked  down  to,  and  they 
don’t  expect  a  textbook  author  to  sound  like  one  of  their  classmates  airing 
his  views  in  the  local  coke  bar. 

1.  Using  the  above  criteria ,  how  successful  are  the  textbooks  you  are 
now  using  in  other  courses?  Write  a  brief  review  of  one  of  them — 
or  of  the  very  best  or  worst  textbook  you  have  ever  been  called 
upon  to  study — and  pinpoint  the  special  features  of  the  author's 
style  to  which  you ,  as  a  presumably  typical  member  of  his  audi¬ 
ence,  react  most  strongly. 

2.  Write  a  short  essay  commenting  upon  the  style  of  this  book.  Is 
the  style  unnecessarily  difficult?  Could  the  author  have  used 
simpler  language  to  say  the  same  things?  Does  he  “talk  down  7 
to  his  audience?  (If  so,  where — and  why  do  you  think  so?)  Does 
he  sometimes  use  words  that  are  unfamiliar  to  college  students? 
(If  he  does,  try  to  explain  what  his  purpose  is.) 
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The  whole  book  is  meant  to  be  criticized;  at  every  point  you 
are  entitled  to  ask  whether  the  writer  practices  what  he  preaches . 
But  in  fairness ,  you  must  also  consider  carefully  what  his  purposes 
are ,  and  whether  you ,  as  a  reader ,  come  halfway  to  meet  him. 

EXERCISE  7 

1.  From  one  of  the  volumes  of  The  Public  Papers  and  Addresses  of 
Franklin  D.  Roosevelt,  select  one  of  the  fireside  chats  (or  several 
of  Mr.  Roosevelt's  informal  speeches  to  people  along  the  route  of 
his  train  tours)  and  analyze  the  means  by  which  he  kept  “the  com¬ 
mon  touch." 

2.  The  Democratic  Presidential  candidate  in  1952  and  1956,  Adlai  E. 
Stevenson ,  was  criticized  by  some  for  allegedly  talking  over  the 
heads  of  his  hearers  and  for  indulging  in  inappropriate  wit  and 
humor.  Look  into  two  or  three  of  his  speeches ,  collected  in  Major 
Campaign  Speeches  of  Adlai  E.  Stevenson:  1952  (1953)  and  in 
The  New  America  (1957),  and  decide  whether  or  not  the  level 
and  tone  of  his  addresses  may  have  contributed  to  Mr.  Stevenson's 
two  defeats. 

EXERCISE  8 

Each  of  the  following  advertisements  is  designed  to  appeal  to  a 
certain  well-defined  audience.  How  successfully  does  the  writer  “talk 
the  language"  of  his  intended  readers? 

1 .  Are  you  the  type  that  likes  to  breeze  along  the  open  road  on  a  bright 
summer  day  with  nothing  above  between  you  and  the  blue?  Do  you 
like  the  sound  of  rain  against  a  snug  fabric  top?  If  so,  the  Chevrolet 
Convertible  is  for  you!  No  question  about  it.  For  here's  a  car  that’s 
as  young  in  spirit  as  you  are — and  looks  it!  Even  the  smart  all-vinyl 
interior  is  made  to  live  outdoors. 

But  maybe  you  like  a  car  that  can  carry  anything  from  small  fry 
to  outboard  motors  with  equal  ease.  That  would  be  the  “Two-Ten” 
Handyman  Station  Wagon  (one  of  five  Chevrolet  wagons).  Here’s 
one  car  that’s  so  versatile  it  practically  makes  you  a  two-car  family 
all  by  itself.  So  low  it  sets  a  new  height  of  fashion  for  station  wagons! 
Practical?  If  the  kids  track  sand  inside,  you  can  wash  it  out  in  a  jiffy. 

On  the  other  hand,  if  you  go  for  hardtops — and  like  ’em  long, 
low  and  dashing — the  Bel  Air  Sport  Coupe  is  just  your  dish.  It’s  a 
“show  car”  from  the  word  go! 
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Whichever  Chevrolet  you  choose,  you’re  bound  to  have  the 
driving  time  of  your  life! 

;2.  Once  there  was  a  woman  and  that’s  how  clothes  began.  As  time  went 
on,  she  needed  more  and  more  clothes  in  order  to  be  well  dressed. 
And  that’s  really  where  all  the  trouble  started.  Because  more  and 
more  clothes  meant  more  and  more  and  more  money. 

So  she  sat  herself  down  to  think.  And  she  knitted  one  and  she 
purled  two — and  she  rocked  and  she  thought  and  she  rocked.  And 
there  was  the  answer  as  plain  as  day.  It  was  simply  perfect — and  per¬ 
fectly  simple.  And  the  word  rang  a  bell  in  her  head.  “The  soul  of 
Simplicity,”  she’d  heard  someone  say.  And  that’s  just  precisely  what 
Simplicity  Printed  Patterns  were.  Because  being  printed  meant  they 
were  easier  to  follow  than  any  pattern  before  or  since. 

So  she  made  one  dress  and  then  another.  And  everyone  said: 
“How  grand,  how  clever,  how  smart!”  And  after  that  she  made  a 
discovery. 

Everyone  knows  a  girl  never  really  has  enough  clothes — but  she 
was  better  dressed,  she  had  saved  money,  and  something  even  more 
important  had  happened.  She  was  proud  of  what  she  was  doing — 
and  her  family  was  proud  of  her,  too!  And  it  was  just  because  .  .  . 
she  did  it  all  by  herself,  with  the  help  of  Simplicity  Printed  Patterns. 

EXERCISE  Q 

Analyze  the  language  of  this  advertisement  and  establish  the 
'presumable  purpose  its  writer  had  in  mind  in  writing  it  as  he  did. 

THE  INCREDIBLE  STORY  OF  THE  ZIPPO  LIGHTER 

— and  a  man  who  believes  a  lighter  should  work  forever 

The  man  who  made  the  first  Zippo,  and  who  still  runs  the  show, 
^learned  his  trade  in  his  father’s  machine  shop. 

He  developed  manual  skills.  He  mastered  the  sweet  science  of 
machinery.  And  he  learned  one  thing  more. 

He  learned  to  love  and  respect  workmanship  for  its  own  sake.  He 
became  a  craftsman  in  the  19th  Century  American  tradition — the  breed 
(,of  men  who  made  things  that  worked.  And  lasted.  For  a  long,  long  time. 

Today,  he  makes  a  cigarette  lighter  that  works.  The  Zippo.  He  con¬ 
structs  each  Zippo  so  carefully  that  he  is  able  to  offer  the  most  sweeping 
<  guarantee  in  the  annals  of  American  business. 

If  a  Zippo  ever  fails  to  work — he’Ji  fix  it  free! 

Some  modern  businessmen  who  make  products  that  become  obsolete 
on  a  schedule  don’t  have  much  .respect  for  the  Zippo  man’s  business 
sense. 
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But  he  does  pretty  well.  And  he  has  a  rare  good  feeling  when  he 
goes  to  bed  each  night.  The  feeling  that  comes  from  making  a  product 
that  works.  Every  time.  Year  after  year.  Generation  after  generation. 
Always — or  he  fixes  it  free. 


The  Clues  of  Unnecessarily  Difficult  Language 

We  have  remarked  that  every  author,  if  he  is  to  succeed  in  com¬ 
municating  his  ideas,  must  address  himself  to  his  chosen  audience  in 
its  own  language.  This  may  suggest  to  you  that  the  obligation  is  all 
on  the  writer’s  side;  that  all  you  have  to  do  is  allow  him  to  impart  his 
information  and  his  arguments  to  you,  in  your  own  terms.  This  is  not 
true.  You  must  go  halfway  to  meet  your  author,  whoever  he  is;  as 
should  be  abundantly  clear  by  now,  intelligent  reading  is  in  no  sense 
a  process  of  passive  absorption.  Every  reader,  however,  may  expect 
a  writer  to  express  himself  as  clearly  and  directly  as  he  can.  When¬ 
ever  he  encounters  language  which  seems  unnecessarily  difficult,  he 
should  follow  this  procedure: 

1.  Find  out  what  is  said— by  use  of  context,  dictionary,  and 
brains. 

2.  Try  to  restate  the  meaning  in  simpler  terms,  without  using 
much  more  space— using  less,  if  possible— and  without  changing  or 
sacrificing  any  essential  idea.  If  this  experiment  is  successful,  two  pre¬ 
liminary  conclusions  may  be  made:  (a)  The  difficult  language  is  not 
justified  because  it  saves  space.  Sometimes  oversized  words  are  chosen 
because  the  ideas  they  embody  can  otherwise  be  expressed  only  by 
awkward,  space-  and  time-consuming  clauses  or  sentences.  Rightly 
used,  this  is  a  perfectly  legitimate  sort  of  shorthand.  But  if  the  big 
words  can  be  replaced  by  short  synonyms,  obviously  no  space  has  been 
saved.  Furthermore,  if  some  words  or  phrases  can  be  omitted  with¬ 
out  loss,  space  is  being  wasted,  (b)  The  difficult  language  is  not 
called  for  by  the  complexity  of  the  idea.  In  a  culture  like  ours  there 
are  many  ideas  which  cannot  possibly  be  expressed  by  the  familiar, 
short  words  of  our  everyday  vocabulary;  they  require  the  use  of  longer 
words,  many  of  which  were  created  expressly  to  stand  for  such  ideas. 
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If,  however,  you  can  be  sure  that  your  paraphrase  does  preserve  the 
sense  of  the  passage,  you  have  demonstrated  that  the  language  is 
unjustifiably  complicated. 

If,  on  the  other  hand,  after  conscientious  effort  you  have  failed 
to  simplify  the  language  of  the  passage,  you  probably  have  proved 
that  the  difficult  wording  which  the  author  used  was  necessary— and 
you  have  no  choice  but  to  dig  in  and  try  to  understand  him  by  learn¬ 
ing  his  terminology.  He  cannot  come  any  farther  to  meet  you,  so 
you  must  work  toward  rapport  with  him  by  equipping  yourself  with 
his  vocabulary. 

But  if  your  experiment  has  proved  that  the  author’s  use  of  diffi¬ 
cult  language  was  not  justified— what  then?  Several  possible  inferences 
may  follow: 

1.  The  writer’s  mind  does  not  function  clearly  and  precisely, 
and  this  lack  of  clarity  and  precision  is  reflected  in  his  attempts  at 
communication.  If  a  man’s  thinking  is  muddled,  his  writing  is  likely 
to  be  muddled,  too. 

2.  The  writer  may  be  a  fairly  incisive  thinker,  but  he  honestly 
assumes  that  he  can  convey  his  ideas  only  by  the  use  of  outsized 
words  and  roundabout  expressions.  He  should  be  listened  to  with 
respect,  because  his  ideas  may  be  valuable;  but  he  should  be  pitied 
for  his  ignorance  of  the  art  of  communication. 

3.  The  writer  knows  better  than  to  clothe  his  ideas  in  language 
that  is  too  big  for  them,  but  he  goes  ahead  and  does  it  anyway  be¬ 
cause  he  thinks  he  will  impress  his  audience.  He  may  be  right.  The 
uncritical  reader  will  think,  "My,  what  complicated  language;  he 
must  be  a  brilliant  man  to  be  able  to  write  like  that.”  But  the  critical 
reader  will  be  impatient  and  suspicious:  "Who  do  you  think  you  are? 
I  can  write  like  that  too,  but  I  have  more  sense.” 

4.  The  writer  is  deliberately  using  such  language,  not  to  display 
his  own  talents  (which  may  be  pretty  dubious  anyway)  but  to  hide 
something— perhaps  his  own  ignorance,  perhaps  an  idea  of  which  his 
audience  would  not  approve  were  he  to  express  it  so  that  they  would 
immediately  recognize  it. 

There  is  also  a  fifth  inference,  which  may  well  accompany  any 
of  the  preceding  four.  That  is,  the  writer  who  uses  an  unnecessarily 
wordy  or  obscure  style  may  have  little  sensitivity  to  the  beauties  of 
language.  Writing  that  is  full  of  polysyllabic  words  and  hard  knots 
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and  clusters  of  phrases  is  likely  to  offend  not  only  the  intellect  but 
also  the  ear.  We  shall  say  more  about  the  rhythm  of  language  below, 
and  again  in  Chapter  Four.  But  as  you  read  the  examples  of  bad 
writing  in  this  chapter,  notice  how  jagged,  heavy,  cacophonous,  the 
sentences  often  are,  and  try  to  discover  the  cause  of  this  unpleasant¬ 
ness. 

This  brings  us  to  the  important  topic  of  jargon,  which  is  defined 
by  a  noted  English  critic  of  language  as  “talk  that  is  considered  both 
ugly-sounding  and  hard  to  understand;  applied  especially  to  the  sec¬ 
tional  vocabulary  of  a  science,  art,  class,  sect,  trade,  or  profession, 
full  of  technical  terms  .  .  .  and  the  use  of  long  words,  circumlocution, 
and  other  clumsiness/7  Or,  to  put  it  in  terms  familiar  to  you  from 
handbooks  of  composition,  jargon  is  that  kind  of  bad  writing 
which  prefers  the  roundabout  expression  to  the  direct  one,  the  un¬ 
necessary  long  word  to  the  short,  the  high-sounding  word  to  the  plain 
one,  the  abstract  term  to  the  concrete,  the  noun  to  the  verb,  and  the 
“weak77  passive  to  the  “strong77  active  voice. 


Jargon:  (i)  VVWdiness 

In  every  handbook  of  composition  at  least  one  section  is  devoted 
to  directions  for  expunging  so-called  “dead  wood77  from  one's  writing. 
Dead  wood — words  and  phrases  that  add  nothing  to  the  meaning  of  a 
sentence  or  that  could  be  drastically  simplified— is  the  most  obvious 
form  of  jargon.  Strewn  carelessly  across  the  straight  highway  of 
thought,  it  forces  constant  and  perfectly  unnecessary  detours.  “The 
condition  of  redundancy  that  exists  in  such  a  great  number  of  themes 
produced  by  college  undergraduates  should  be  eliminated  by  every 
means  that  lies  at  the  disposal  of  the  person  who  teaches  them.77— 
There  is  a  sentence  full  of  dead  wood.  Such  phrases  as  the  condition 
of,  the  quality  of,  the  state  of,  the  nature  of,  can  nearly  always  be 
omitted  without  loss.  That  exists ,  situated  in ,  serve  to,  and  many 
similar  locutions  are  usually  redundant.  Such  a  great  number  of  is  a 
roundabout  way  of  saying  so  many.  Produced  by  is  unnecessary,  and 
that  lies  at  the  disposal  of7  like  the  concluding  clause,  can  be  greatly 
condensed.  Thus  the  sentence  could  be  revised  to  read,  “The  re- 
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dundancy  found  in  so  many  college  students'  themes  should  be 
eliminated  by  every  means  known  to  the  teacher."  This  sentence, 
though  much  improved,  is  still  not  perfect;  we  shall  return  to  it  before 
long  for  further  simplification. 

It  is  a  profitable  exercise  to  make  a  list  of  the  most  frequent 
stereotyped  phrases  that  clutter  up  our  government  documents,  our 
newspaper  articles,  our  business  letters,  our  student  themes.  Among 
the  most  common  and  indefensible  space-wasters  are  due  to  (or  in 
view  of)  the  fact  that  (=  because )  and  despite  the  fact  that  (  = 
although ).  The  simple  the  fact  that  often  is  equally  superfluous  ( the 
fact  that  he  was  ill  =  his  illness ) .  Here  are  some  other  chunks  of  dead 
wood,  together  with  their  simple  equivalents: 


in  the  matter  of  (in  respect  to)  about 

a  long  period  of  time  a  long  time 

in  the  capacity  of  as 

resembling  in  nature  like 

in  many  instances  often 


One  especially  common  sort  of  wordiness  is  that  which  provides  a 
whole  verb  phrase  where  a  single  verb  would  do  as  well,  or  better: 


make  an  attempt 

reach  a  decision 

met  with  the  approval  of  Jones 

signed  an  agreement  providing  for 

announced  himself  to  be  in  favor  of 

it  is  the  belief  of 

will  be  hostess  to  ...  at  a  dinner  party 
paid  a  compliment  to 
is  in  the  process  of  being 
exhibits  a  tendency 


try 

decide 

Jones  approved 
agreed  to 
said  he  favored 
he  believes 

will  give  a  dinner  for 
complimented 
is  being 
tends 


Such  roundabout  expressions  seldom  cause  much  confusion; 
their  principal  offense  is  that  they  waste  space  and  the  reader's  time 
and  eyesight.  And  when  we  observe  that  a  writer  or  speaker  habitu¬ 
ally  clogs  his  discourse  with  unnecessary  words  and  phrases,  we  are 
well  justified  in  concluding  two  things  about  him:  (1)  He  is  in¬ 
efficient;  zealous  though  he  may  be,  in  other  respects,  to  accomplish 
things  with  the  utmost  dispatch  and  the  least  possible  waste  of  mo¬ 
tion,  his  language  cries  out  for  the  attentions  of  a  so-called  time-  and 
motion-study  expert.  (2)  He  is  a  slave  to  custom;  he  has  absorbed 
these  stereotyped  expressions  from  his  associates  and  from  his  routine 
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reading— and  he  has  never  stopped  to  examine  and  criticize  them. 
What  an  exhilarating  experience  it  would  be  for  him  to  break  with 
hallowed  custom  and  train  himself  to  say  things  simply,  tersely, 
directly! 


Jargon:  (2)  Big  Words,  Stock  Words 

A  more  serious  enemy  of  clarity  is  the  jargonist’s  predilection  for 
big  words  where  shorter  ones  would  do  as  well.  Because  so  many 
people  are  superstitiously  afraid  of  aJJ  big  words,  it  will  not  hurt  to 
repeat  here  what  we  said  on  page  77.  It  is  not  true  that  short  words 
are  always  better  than  long  ones.  Many  ideas  cannot  possibly  be 
conveyed  in  words  from  the  common  vocabulary;  and  in  addition, 
although  two  words,  one  short  and  one  long,  may  seem  to  be  synony¬ 
mous,  practiced  readers  and  writers  know  that  their  connotations  are 
substantially  different,  and  therefore  that  if  the  longer  word  conveys 
the  idea  more  precisely  than  does  the  shorter,  it  must  be  used.  It  is  a 
foolish  reader  indeed  who  shies  away  from  a  book  that  contains  long 
words  because  he  thinks  they  are  always  merely  ostentatious.  Perhaps 
they  are;  but  in  the  use  of  language,  as  in  the  eyes  of  the  law,  a  man 
is  presumed  innocent  until  he  is  proved  guilty.  If  the  reader  resents 
a  writer's  use  of  big  words,  he  must  prove  that  he,  the  reader,  could 
say  the  same  thing  more  simply. 

The  jargon-addict,  however,  is  fatally  fascinated  by  the  unneces- 
sary  polysyllable.  He  says  activate  instead  of  form  or  establish  (whether 
he  is  referring  to  a  new  army  division  or  a  branch  factory),  and 
inactivate  instead  of  disband  or  shut  down;  to  him,  employees  are 
always  personnel;  the  business  of  buying  something  is  procurement, 
and  that  of  hiring  new  help  is  personnel  procurement.  (Nowa¬ 
days,  too,  in  some  educational  circles,  the  personnel  counselor  has 
taken  the  place  of  the  old-fashioned  student  adviser .)  An  order 
is  a  directive;  to  manage  or  direct  is  to  coordinate ;  to  carry  out  (an 
order)  is  to  implement;  to  hurry  up  is  to  expedite ;  to  attend  to  is  to 
process;  to  join  or  adjust  (as  advertising  campaigns,  company  plans  or 
policies)  is  to  integrate.  Equally  overworked,  and  therefore  increas¬ 
ingly  ineffective,  are  words  that  once  were  metaphors,  such  as  bottle - 
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neck  and  ceiling.  And  everywhere  nowadays,  in  business  and  civic 
and  charitable  campaigns,  one  encounters  the  tiresome  Operation 
("Operation  Traffic  Safety/'  "Operation  Sales  Record" ) —once,  in 
World  War  II,  a  handy  formula  for  a  code  name,  but  now  degen¬ 
erated  into  a  shopworn  last  resort  for  promotion  men  who  can't  think 
of  anything  fresher. 

Jargon  of  this  kind  has  clogged  communication  in  business  and 
government  for  many  years.  Closely  associated  with  it  is  a  vocabulary 
of  stock  words  which  presumably  save  the  harassed  businessman  from 
having  to  find  the  exact  word  he  needs  to  fit  each  contingency.  Such 
a  word  is  the  grossly  abused  setup,  which  rushes  in  to  fill  the  gap 
whenever  one  is  too  busy  (or  too  lazy)  to  select  situation,  scheme, 
arrangement,  or  plan.  Another  is  picture  ("Do  you  get  the  picture?" 
=  "Do  you  understand?";  "Let  me  fill  you  in  on  the  over-all  picture" 
=  "Let  me  give  you  a  summary";  "What's  the  picture?"  =  "What's 
the  situation?"). 

The  picture  here  is  that  in  many  organizational  setups  the  per¬ 
sonnel,  particularly  on  the  junior-executive  level,  show  a  trend  toward 
acting  like  automatons  when  they  are  contacting  other  personnel— 
and  to  treat  those  whom  they  contact  as  automatons,  too.  Language 
like  this  is  language  of  the  machine:  it  is  language  as  standardized 
and  impersonal  as  something  stamped  out  by  a  die.  Individuality, 
freshness,  even  humanity  itself  are  rigidly  excluded  from  such  dis¬ 
course.  It  suggests  that  the  human  touch  has  no  place  in  business; 
that  people  who  write  and  talk  in  the  course  of  their  duties  must  be 
as  mechanized  as  a  production  line.  There  is  as  little  excuse  for  robot- 
language  in  business  as  there  is  for  a  man  who,  in  "contacting"  his 
"junior  partner"  by  telephone  late  in  the  afternoon,  says,  "Darling, 
I  regret  very  much  to  inform  you  that  the  termination  of  my  day's 
responsibilities  will  be  somewhat  delayed.  A  cutback  in  the  secretarial 
staff  has  resulted  in  unavoidable  pyramiding  of  dictation  for  Miss 
Bardot,  who  is  therefore  unable  to  process  my  interoffice  communi¬ 
cations  as  per  schedule.  Will  you  please  convey  my  best  regards  to 
the  younger  members  of  our  organization,  and  promise  them  I  will 
contact  them  before  they  are  transferred  to  bed?  By  the  way,  was 
Jackie  upgraded  in  school?  And  will  you  please  send  me  information 
as  to  whether  you  have  succeeded  in  procuring  a  replacement  in  our 
food  preparation  personnel  for  Lizzie?" 
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Jargon:  (3)  Overworked  Nouns 

Another  constant  element  of  jargon  (as  in  this  sentence)  is  the 
overuse  of  nouns  and  the  accompanying  neglect  of  verbs.  In  all  written 
and  spoken  discourse,  verbs,  and  verbs  alone,  furnish  the  power  by 
which  the  sentence  moves.  They  are  like  locomotives:  their  function  is 
to  pull  along  the  nouns  (cars),  which  have  no  power  unit  of  their 
own.  But  even  the  strongest  locomotive  stalls  if  it  is  given  too  heavy 
a  load  to  pull— and  that  is  exactly  what  happens  in  jargon.  "The 
EFFECT  of  the  OVERUSE  of  NOUNS  in  WRITING  is  the  PLACING  of  tOO 
much  strain  upon  the  inadequate  number  of  verbs  and  the  resultant 
prevention  of  movement  of  the  thought.”  One  verb— and  you  can 
count  the  nouns  for  yourself.  Forms  of  the  verb  to  be  are  hard  work¬ 
ers,  but  they  cannot  possibly  do  everything  that  is  demanded  of  them 
by  people  who  apparently  know  few  other  verbs.  As  in  the  sentence 
above,  the  copulative  (is,  and  so  forth)  is  too  often  required  to  pull 
a  subject  loaded  down  with  nouns  and  noun  phrases  and  at  the  same 
time  to  push  a  predicate  that  is  also  loaded  down  with  them.  The 
result  is  a  sentence  that  creaks  and  groans  when  it  moves;  and  you 
can  hear  it  groaning,  too.  For  the  presence  of  so  many  nouns  re¬ 
quires  one  to  use  many  prepositional  phrases,  especially  of-phrases, 
to  the  detriment  of  smooth  rhythm.  Any  intelligent  writer,  if  he  has 
committed  a  sentence  like  the  one  quoted,  will  replace  some  of  the 
noun  phrases  with  clauses,  thus  adding  verbs  which  will  help  share 
the  load :  "One  who  overuses  nouns  in  writing  places  too  much  strain 
upon  the  verbs  and  thus  prevents  the  thought  from  moving  along.” 

Good  judges  of  English  style  strongly  object  to  the  overuse  of 
nouns  in  modern  writing  not  merely  because  their  cumulative  weight 
can  overtax  the  single  verb  or  two  that  the  sentence  may  contain. 
They  also  point  out  that  many  of  the  favorite  nouns  used  by  business¬ 
men,  lawyers,  and  other  kinds  of  more  or  less  specialized  writers  end 
in  - tion ,  -ity,  -ment,  -ness,  and  -ance.  Words  ending  with  these  suffixes 
are  not  notably  lovely  in  sound,  and  if  used  to  excess  they  grate  upon 
the  ear.  Listen  to  this  sentence  from  a  professional  educators’  journal: 
"Merely  to  enumerate  these  five  outstanding  characteristics  of  an 
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urban  community,  namely,  chaotic  stimulation,  mechanization,  im- 
personalization,  commercialization,  and  complexity  of  organization, 
suggests  many  implications  for  the  city  school/'  (It  is  too  bad  the 
last  word  was  not  education.)* 

One  other  abuse  is  the  habit,  whose  origin  seems  to  have  been 
in  headline  writers'  practice,  of  piling  noun  upon  noun,  sometimes 
intermixed  with  adjectives  but  without  even  the  mortar  of  preposi¬ 
tions.  slum  project  finance  plan  answer  sought,  exclaims  a  head¬ 
line.  In  the  written  vocabulary  of  the  advertising  business,  the  Neilsen, 
Hooper,  and  other  “surveys"  are  called  “program  audience  size  meas¬ 
urement  services."  A  news  item  a  few  years  ago  told  of  a  man's  being 
elected  to  the  board  of  directors  of  the  Perishable  Agricultural  Prod¬ 
ucts  Processing  Equipment  Manufacturers  Institute.  Since  he  was 
also  made  a  member  of  the  Canning  Machinery  Manufacturers  In¬ 
dustry  Advisory  Committee  of  the  National  Production  Authority,  he 
must  have  had  a  considerable  burden  to  bear. 


Jargon:  (4)  The  Overused  Passive 

Another  prominent  aspect  of  jargon  is  the  overused  passive 
construction.  The  passive  voice  is  usually  less  effective  than  the 
active;  that  is,  it  is  less  vivid  to  say  that  “a  letter  is  dictated"  than  it  is 
to  say  that  “Mr.  Barnes  dictates  a  letter."  In  the  first  instance,  atten¬ 
tion  is  fixed  upon  the  act  itself,  which  is  hard  to  visualize,  since 
apparently  no  one  is  around  to  perform  it;  the  letter  is  just  there, 
being  dictated.  But  in  the  second  instance,  attention  is  fixed  not  upon 

*  Literary  men  sometimes  are  guilty  of  the  same  fault.  Read  aloud  this  sen¬ 
tence  by  Evelyn  Waugh,  the  well-known  contemporary  English  novelist:  "He 
began  to  concern  himself  with  the  foundation  of  a  literary  reputation;  considered, 
and  at  the  last  moment  rejected,  the  project  of  a  publication  for  private  circula¬ 
tion;  contributed  sonnets  to  the  Fortnightly  Review  and  to  a  pamphlet  review  of 
the  pictures  of  the  year.”  Pay  particular  attention  to  the  sound  of  the  middle 
clause.  It  would  be  unfair  to  conclude  from  a  sentence  like  this  that  Mr.  Waugh 
has  no  ear.  Still,  one  of  the  tests  of  a  good  writer  is  his  ability  to  detect  and  get 
rid  of  unpleasant  repetitions  of  sound,  whether  they  are  caused  by  too  many  suf¬ 
fixes  er  by  excessive  alliteration,  assonance,  or  an  unintentional  rhyme  ("jingle”). 
He  should  not  only  see  what  he  writes;  he  should  hear  it,  too.  The  student  who 
wrote  this  sentence  obviously  did  not  reread  it  aloud:  "Thus  in  ‘Andrea  del 
Sarto'  the  mood  of  subdued  tension  precludes  the  selection  of  a  crucial  moment 
or  situation.” 
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the  abstract  idea  of  the  act  itself  but  upon  the  concrete  presence  of 
someone  who  is  performing  it. 

You  will  recall  that  we  had  not  finished  correcting  a  sentence 
upon  which  we  were  working  (pp.  79-80) .  We  had  left  it  in  this  form : 
“The  redundancy  found  in  so  many  college  students’  themes  should 
be  eliminated  by  every  means  known  to  the  teacher.”  We  now  get 
rid  of  (“eliminate”)  the  weak  passive,  and  the  sentence  becomes 
much  more  vigorous:  “The  teacher  should  use  every  method  he  knows 
to  get  rid  of  the  redundancy  found  in  so  many  college  students’ 
themes.” 

Like  all  legitimate  grammatical  constructions,  the  passive  voice 
has  its  uses.  In  particular,  it  allows  one  to  express  ideas  without  at¬ 
tributing  them  to  a  specific  personal  source.  That  is  why  it  is  so 
widely  used  in  government  communications,  in  which  decisions  and 
opinions  are  presumed  to  be  those  of  the  bureau  or  agency  as  a  whole 
and  not  of  individual  officials.  But  legitimate  use  can  easily  turn  into 
abuse.  While  the  convention  by  which  governmental  edicts  come 
from  an  impersonal  entity  can  be  defended,  the  indiscriminate  use 
of  the  passive  as  a  grammatical  camouflage  can  also  be  a  sign  of  moral 
weakness.  Anyone  who  does  not  wish  to  assume  personal  responsi¬ 
bility  for  his  statements  finds  an  “out”  by  writing  “it  is  directed  that” 
instead  of  “I  direct  that,”  or  “it  is  the  opinion  of  the  firm”  instead 
of  “I  think.”  Readers  must  distinguish  carefully  between  those 
writers  who  use  the  passive  because  of  well-established  convention, 
as  in  the  armed  forces,  and  those  who  use  it  because  it  is  a  convenient 
way  out  of  a  tight  spot.5" 


The  Uses  and  Abuses  of  Technical  Language 

We  are  far  from  wishing  to  suggest  that  unnecessary  complica¬ 
tion  of  language  is  a  sin  confined  to  businessmen  and  government 

*  The  sort  of  language  we  have  been  discussing  thus  far  under  the  name  of 
“jargon”  is  also  familiarly  known  as  “gobbledygook.”  This  expressive  word  (what 
does  its  sound  suggest  to  you?)  was  coined  by  the  late  Congressman  Maury 
Maverick  of  Texas,  who  meant  it  to  refer  specifically  to  the  prose  used  by  govern¬ 
ment  officials.  Now,  however,  gobbledygook  is  applied  to  all  unnecessarily  in¬ 
volved  language  regardless  of  its  habitat,  whether  in  government,  business,  or  the 
learned  professions. 
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employees.  We  have  chosen  to  speak  first  of  business  and  “bureau¬ 
cratic”  jargon  because  it  is  the  most  commonly  encountered  of  all 
types  and  because,  in  addition,  it  can  be  most  easily  analyzed  to  show 
the  folly  of  overaffection  for  long,  abstract  nouns,  for  circuitous  ex¬ 
pressions,  and  for  constructions  dominated  by  nouns  and  of.  But  we 
must  turn  now  to  another  wide  domain  in  which  jargon  flourishes — 
jargon  of  a  much  wilder  species.  We  are  speaking  of  the  jargon  of 
the  various  professions. 

Here  we  must  inject  another  word  of  caution,  to  reinforce  what 
we  said  a  while  ago  about  the  necessity  for  discriminating  between 
the  unavoidable  and  the  superfluous  use  of  oversized  and  involved 
language.  Since  every  trade  and  profession  has  its  own  special  ideas, 
methods,  materials,  and  tools,  obviously  it  must  have  a  special  vo~ 
cabulary  to  designate  these  things.  The  medical  vocabulary,  which 
may  seem  completely  unintelligible  to  the  layman,  is  absolutely  essen¬ 
tial  to  a  doctor,  for  it  enables  him  to  speak  concisely  and  accurately 
of  such  things  as  diagnoses,  medicines,  surgical  procedures,  courses 
of  treatment,  and  clusters  of  symptoms  which  could  otherwise  be 
described  only  by  most  indirect  and  time-wasting  paragraphs.  Further¬ 
more,  most  medical  terms  have  an  antiseptic  freedom  from  emo¬ 
tional  connotations— a  great  advantage  in  the  field  of  human  anatomy 
and  physiology,  where  so  many  of  the  common  words  used  to  describe 
the  parts,  functions,  and  diseases  of  the  body  involve  problems  of 
modesty,  taste,  and  even  intense  repulsion.  Thus  a  doctor  can  speak 
briskly  of  palpating  a  patient's  abdomen,  when  the  word  feeling 
would  arouse  a  host  of  irrelevant  responses;  and  whereas  to  drool 
conjures  up  a  usually  unpleasant  image,  to  salivate  simply  states  a 
physiological  fact.  To  the  layman,  at  least,  carcinoma  is  a  far  less 
disturbing  word  than  cancer. 

Similarly  with  all  other  men  and  women  who  have  their  own 
occupational  vocabularies— the  electronic  engineer,  the  dress  designer, 
the  psychologist,  the  food  chemist.  Their  special  vocabularies  enable 
them  to  think  more  precisely  when  they  are  at  work  and  to  communi¬ 
cate  with  their  fellow  workers  with  the  greatest  possible  ease  and 
exactness.  This  is,  after  all,  but  a  logical  extension  of  our  earlier 
principle  that  men  must  address  their  hearers  in  a  language  intelligible 
to  both  parties. 

But  by  the  same  token,  the  use  of  technical  language  in  address- 
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ing  a  nontechnical  audience  is  not  only  inappropriate  but  also  in¬ 
efficient  and,  it  may  be,  actually  dishonest.  The  willful  use  of  technical] 
double  talk  is  important  to  the  success  of  quacks  in  every  field.. 
Every  man  who  sets  himself  up  as  a  psychologist  catering  to  the  emo¬ 
tional  ills  of  newspaper  readers  and  the  buyers  of  popular  books; 
cultivates  the  glib  use  of  such  terms  as  complex ,  neurosis,  frustration r 
sublimation,  fixation,  compensation ,  phobia— terms  which  have  im¬ 
mense  prestige  value  with  the  public  because  they  are  associated  with 
the  “mysteries”  of  the  psychological  science.  Ideally,  nobody  but  a 
trained  psychologist  or  psychiatrist  should  use  such  terms,  because 
they  represent  complicated  ideas  which  cannot  easily  be  grasped  by 
the  layman;  but  they  have  become  part  of  the  popular  vocabulary, 
even  though  their  meanings  are  seriously  distorted  in  common  usage. 

Thus  technical  language  should  be  kept  for  times  when  there  is 
no  other  way  of  concise,  exact  communication.  It  should  not  be  used 
as  an  elaborate  disguise  for  the  simple  thoughts  of  those  who  wish  to 
impress  the  layman,  or  as  an  easy  escape  for  those  who  are  too  in¬ 
dolent  to  express  themselves  simply. 

This  is  a  classic  anecdote  on  the  subject: 

A  foreign-born  plumber  in  New  York  City  wrote  to  the  Federal 
Bureau  of  Standards  that  he  had  found  hydrochloric  acid  did  a  good 
job  of  cleaning  out  clogged  drains. 

The  bureau  wrote:  “The  efficacy  of  hydrochloric  acid  is  indis¬ 
putable,  but  the  corrosive  residue  is  incompatible  with  metallic 
permanence.” 

The  plumber  replied  he  was  glad  the  bureau  agreed. 

Again  the  bureau  wrote:  “We  cannot  assume  responsibility  for 
the  production  of  toxic  and  noxious  residue  with  hydrochloric  acid 
and  suggest  you  use  an  alternative  procedure.” 

The  plumber  was  happy  again  at  bureau  agreement  with  his  idea. 

Then  the  bureau  wrote:  “Don't  use  hydrochloric  acid.  It  eats 
hell  out  of  the  pipes.” 

Workers  in  the  physical  sciences  have  a  crisp,  clear  professional 
language  which  seldom  deserves  to  be  described  by  a  word  with  the 
negative  connotations  of  jargon.  In  scientific  writing,  certain  nouns 
and  verbs  which  look  strange  and  meaningless  to  the  un practiced  eye 
actually  convey  meaning  with  the  utmost  exactness  and  economy.  But 
the  social  scientists  have  evolved  a  language  bedecked  with  terminol¬ 
ogy  which  often  degenerates  into  the  worst  kind  of  jargon.  Of  course 
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there  are  many  specialized  terms  in  these  fields  as  well  which  are 
necessary  for  an  adequate  expression  of  meaning.  To  the  sociologist 
such  words  as  status ,  ethnic ,  mobility ,  institution ,  ecological ,  and  cul¬ 
ture  are  indispensable,  because  they  embody  basic  sociological  con¬ 
cepts;  and  while  the  student  may  feel  affronted  by  the  constant  use 
of  such  terms  in  his  textbooks,  he  has  no  alternative  but  to  learn 
exactly  what  they  mean — otherwise  he  will  know  nothing  about  soci¬ 
ology.  But  many  writers  in  these  fields  go  to  unwarranted  extremes, 
preferring  to  describe  the  phenomena  of  human  behavior  in  inhuman 
language.  The  sentence  "More  and  more  city  people  nowadays  are 
moving  to  the  suburbs”  states  in  plain  English  the  idea  which  many 
sociologists  would  prefer  to  set  forth  in  these  terms:  "In  recent  years 
there  has  been  discernible  in  the  urban  population  an  accelerating 
tendency  toward  decentralization  into  the  adjacent  semirural  areas.” 

The  following  passage  might  well  have  appeared  in  a  journal 
for  sociologists  or  social  workers: 

Recent  studies  have  revealed  that  there  exists  a  large  complex  of 
sociological,  as  distinguished  from  psychophysical,  sources  of  mari¬ 
tal  disharmony.  Three  factors  may  be  singled  out  as  being  especially 
influential  in  militating  against  the  optimum  adjustment  which  part¬ 
ners  in  the  marriage  relationship  should  experience.  The  first  is  a 
wide  disparity  between  the  two  partners  in  respect  to  previous  socio¬ 
economic  environment.  The  second,  occurring  in  marriage  situations 
in  which  the  wife  is  gainfully  employed  or  is  otherwise  the  recipient 
of  substantial  sums  of  money,  is  the  existence  of  a  broad  discrepancy 
between  the  income  of  the  wife  and  the  husband,  with  the  former 
being  responsible  for  a  larger  proportion  of  the  joint  family  income 
than  is  normally  considered  acceptable  in  a  cultural  pattern  in  which 
the  female  is  expected  to  contribute  less  in  terms  of  monetary  support 
than  the  male.  The  third  is  a  conspicuous  divergency  between  the 
terminal  educational  levels  attained  by  the  woman  and  the  man  re¬ 
spectively.  When  any  or  all  of  these  factors  are  present,  the  tendency 
is  for  one  spouse  to  harbor  feelings  of  resentment  and  inferiority, 
which,  though  initially  suppressed,  may  in  time  become  overt,  leading 
to  increasingly  sharp  conflicts  between  the  two,  and,  unless  the 
deterioration  of  the  relationship  is  arrested  by  attempts  at  readjust¬ 
ment,  especially  with  the  aid  of  a  disinterested  outside  agent  such 
as  a  marriage  counselor,  the  total  dissolution  of  the  marriage,  either 
formally,  as  by  divorce,  or  informally,  as  by  separation,  may  be  the 
end  result. 
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Rough  translation: 

When  a  husband  and  a  wife  have  radically  different  backgrounds,  one 
coming  from  a  poor  home  and  the  other  from  a  well-to-do  one,  or 
when  the  wife  has  more  money  than  the  husband,  or  when  one  of 
them  hasn’t  had  as  much  schooling  as  the  other,  their  marriage  may 
go  on  the  rocks.  The  one  who  has  fewer  advantages  begins  to  feel 
inferior  and  resentful,  and  things  may  get  so  bad  that  the  couple  ends 
up  in  the  divorce  court. 

Now  try  your  hand  at  translating  this  further  paragraph: 

The  crux  of  the  “adolescent  problem”  is  the  disparity  between 
achievement  and  aspiration,  the  internal  conflict  between  the  drives 
to  be  emancipated  and  to  be  dependent,  the  externalized  conflict 
between  peer-approved  and  parent-approved  behavior,  the  drives  and 
the  doubts  concerning  self-validation,  and  the  uncertainty  as  to 
just  when  an  adolescent  becomes  an  adult.  These  factors  are  con¬ 
ducive  to  feelings  of  anxiety,  inferiority,  and  insecurity.  The  gener¬ 
ally  compensatory  behavior  of  adolescents  is  a  reasonable  conse¬ 
quence.  The  concurrence  in  adolescence  of  the  emerging  sex  interest 
and  the  culturally  determined  needs  for  self-validation  and  for 
emancipation  from  parental  control  makes  a  liaison  with  a  seemingly 
superior  person  of  opposite  sex  a  pleasant  and  reassuring  adjust¬ 
ment  to  the  insecure  situation.  One  aspect  of  this  insecurity  is  that 
the  person  individualizes  it,  and  conceives  of  himself  or  herself  as 
being  more  insecure,  inferior  to,  and  weaker  than  most  others.  Our 
adolescent,  therefore,  is  looking  to  another  person  for  strength,  for 
reassurance  concerning  his  own  weakness,  for  acceptance.  It  is  clear 
that  such  needs  can  be  met  only  by  someone  who  is — or,  more 
important,  is  thought  to  be — clearly  superior  to  oneself.  Thus 
the  dynamics  of  the  adolescent’s  situation  necessitates  his  defining 
a  love-object  as  superior  to  him-  or  herself.  Hence  projection  of  the 
ego-ideal  is  the  psychic  basis  for  idealization  and  for  the  aphorism 
that  “beauty  is  in  the  eye  of  the  beholder.” 

The  “educationists”  are  as  infatuated  with  jargon  as  are  the 
sociologists— if  not  more  so.  We  have  found  writers  for  educational 
journals  speaking  of  “instructional  personnel”  when  teachers  would 
have  been  just  as  good  a  word,  and  of  “homes  of  low  socioeconomic 
status”  when  poor  homes  would  have  adequately  embodied  the  mean¬ 
ing.  Professional  books  and  articles  are  filled  with  such  terms  as 
acceleration ,  integration ,  activity ,  instructional ,  skill ,  tool ,  orientation , 
relatedness,  situation,  experience,  evaluation,  frame  of  reference.  Use 
of  these  words  is  justified  only  if  and  when  they  stand  for  more  or  less 
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well-defined  concepts— concepts  which  could  not  be  described  in 
simpler  language. 

Although  the  emphasis  here  has  been  upon  the  jargon  of  the 
social  sciences,  to  be  just  it  must  be  confessed  that  people  who  write 
about  the  arts— critics  of  literature,  music,  painting,  architecture— are 
by  no  means  guiltless.  The  books  and  articles  of  some  contemporary 
critics  are  as  filled  with  grandiose  terminology  and  involved  sentences, 
and  as  lacking  in  grace,  as  anything  the  social  scientists  turn  out.  And 
once  the  reader  has  hewed  his  way  through  the  tangled  jungle  of 
words,  he  often  finds  that  the  idea  he  has  labored  to  expose  is  simple 
enough. 


EXERCISE  lO 

Each  of  the  following  passages  is  stuffed  with  unnecessary  words 
and  phrases.  Rewrite  it  in  the  most  condensed  and  economical  form 
possible. 

1.  In  this  little  twelve-line  poem,  which  is  entitled  “Nothing  to  Wear?” 
and  was  first  published  in  the  volume  Brimming  Over ,  dated  1959, 
the  author,  Meighan  Bruce,  points  out  the  fact  that  some  members 
of  the  female  sex,  particularly  those  in  the  younger  age  brackets, 
take  an  exaggerated  and  really  undue  interest  in  the  clothes  they 
wear.  Writing  in  a  lighthearted,  satirical  vein,  he  seems  to  want  to 
make  the  point  that  in  the  course  of  anybody’s  life,  there  are  some 
things  that  are  in  actual  reality  of  much  greater  importance  than  the 
question  of  how  an  individual  looks.  To  take  only  one  example  out 
of  many  that  come  to  mind,  a  young  woman  should  also  have  a  sincere 
and  honest  concern  in  the  direction  of  cultivating  her  mental  equip¬ 
ment  so  that  she  does  not  ever  have  to  fear  being  called  a  brainless 
beauty.  This  is  the  point  which  the  author  of  this  poem,  which  is 
in  a  rather  rollicking  style  of  verse,  is  bent  upon  making,  and  it  is 
one  which  in  my  humble  estimation  is  well  worth  making. 

2.  In  regard  to  your  welcome  inquiry  of  recent  date,  I  want  to  take  this 
opportunity  to  make  what  might  be  called  an  interim  report.  You 
will  understand  that  this  must  not  be  regarded  as  the  final  and  defini¬ 
tive  answer  to  the  question  you  raised,  since  certain  key  members 
of  our  research  staff  happen  to  be  on  vacation  or  are  at  present 
engaged  in  assignments  which  have  been  given  high  priority.  This 
case  is  such  that  it  would  be  unwise  to  be  content  with  a  snap 
judgment.  However,  based  upon  such  information  as  is  available  at 
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this  moment,  I  think  I  can  say  with  some  confidence  that  the  side 
effects  you  report  some  of  your  patients  have  noticed  in  connection 
with  the  oral  administration  of  Diathorazanarcotomine  are  not  due 
to  the  nature  of  the  drug  itself,  which  was  subjected  to  two  full  years 
of  clinical  testing  before  being  released  to  the  medical  profession. 
Our  best  consensus  of  opinion,  at  least  for  the  time  being,  is  that  the 
side  effects  must  be  derived  from  the  circumstance  that  the  patients 
are  also  taking  some  other  type  of  medication  in  addition  to  our 
product,  and  that  the  conjunction  of  the  two  would  result  in  the 
kind  of  side  effects  you  describe.  However,  the  entire  matter  will 
be  examined  more  thoroughly  in  the  next  week  or  ten  days,  and  I 
trust  you  will  bear  with  us  until  I  can  return  a  fuller  report  to  you  on 
the  basis  of  these  further  discussions. 

3.  In  the  past  number  of  years,  libraries  in  every  corner  of  the  world 
have  shown  great  and  praiseworthy  interest  in  extending  their  re¬ 
sources  for  patrons  engaged  in  research  through  the  purchase  of 
collections  reproduced  in  the  form  of  microtext.  Microtext  takes 
three  different  forms,  namely,  microfilm,  microprint,  and  microcards. 
Works  that  are  reproduced  in  one  or  another  of  these  forms  can  be 
read  only  when  special  machines  are  made  available  into  which  they 
can  be  inserted  for  that  purpose.  In  these  machines,  the  image  of  the 
printed  page  is  enlarged  through  magnifying  lenses  and  projected 
onto  an  illuminated  screen  which  is  built  into  the  machine.  There  is 
a  considerable  amount  of  eyestrain  involved  in  a  reader’s  spending 
long  continuous  hours  reading  microtext  through  these  machines, 
and  so  for  that  reason  libraries  as  a  matter  of  policy  usually  do  not 
purchase  microtext  reproductions  of  books  unless  the  actual  full-size 
book,  which  can  be  read  without  the  use  of  a  machine,  is  not  easily 
available  on  the  market.  In  quite  a  few  libraries,  files  of  unbound 
journals,  such  as  newspapers  and  periodicals,  which  in  many  instances 
take  up  valuable  shelving  space  and  are  very  expensive  to  bind  for 
preservation,  are  replaced  by  microfilm  reproductions  of  the  same  for 
the  purpose  of  saving  storage  space  and  binding  cost,  both  of  which 
are  sizable  items  in  every  library’s  budget. 

EXERCISE  11 

For  many  years  the  publishers  of  Who's  Who  in  America  and 
other  biographical  reference  works  have  been  celebrated  for  the  la¬ 
bored. ,  wordy  letters  they  write  to  prospective  “biographees.”  They 
maintain  that,  in  their  case  at  least ,  such  letters  draw  more  responses 
than  shorter ,  clearer,  crisper  ones.  However  that  may  be,  after  you 
master  the  purpose  of  the  following  prolix  and  rambling  letter,  write 
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one  that  says  the  same  things  in  no  more  than  one  third  the  number 
of  words— and  is  considerably  easier  to  read. 

Dear  Mr. - : 

Two  or  three  times  in  the  course  of  a  year  the  editors  send  me  a 
notation  of  a  prospective  biographee,  in  the  arbitrary  classification  men¬ 
tioned  in  the  enclosed  leaflet,  who  has  not  returned  to  them  the  listing 
blank — like  that  attached  hereto — which  accompanies  letters  notifying 
of  selection  for  inclusion  in  Who's  Who  in  America.  I  am  writing  you 
because  you  hold  a  position  falling  within  the  arbitrary  classifications — 
which  means  the  editors  consider  inclusion  of  your  name  to  be  necessary 
to  assure  Who's  Who  reference-worthy  completeness — and  evidently  the 
editors’  records  indicate  they  have  not  received  back  the  blank  sent  you. 

Since  this  situation  arises  very  infrequently,  for  years  our  procedure 
has  been  simply  to  use  such  data  as  our  files  made  available  to  include  in 
the  resulting  sketch  in  the  next  edition  of  Who's  Who ,  without  writing 
again  to  the  few  prospective  biographees  involved. 

We  shall  hereafter  write  to  each  a  letter  such  as  this,  however,  and 
for  four  reasons. 

First,  I  should  like  to  have  an  opportunity  to  make  it  of  record  that 
the  editors,  in  earnestly  seeking  a  reply,  have  been  solely  interested  in 
implementing  the  basic  purpose  of  Who's  Who — that  of  serving  a  legiti¬ 
mate  reference  requirement  centering  primarily  at  public  or  educational 
institutions,  libraries  and  among  newspapers,  magazines,  broadcasting 
organizations  and  similar  enterprises. 

In  other  words,  the  deciding  factor  to  them  in  respect  to  the  biog¬ 
raphee  is  entirely  the  fact  that  the  name  happens  to  fall  within  the  lim¬ 
ited  number  of  classifications  we  find  from  experience  to  be  most  essential 
to  national  reference  coverage.  Incidentally,  this  fact  should  rule  out  any 
natural  feeling  of  reticence  on  the  biographee’s  part  that  might  arise  from 
a  misunderstanding  that  vanity  or  a  desire  for  publicity  may  be  thought 
to  be  involved. 

Second,  I  should  mention  that  in  preparing  for  the  recent  complete 
resetting  of  Who's  Who  in  a  new  type  face,  an  extensive  revision  was 
made  of  the  arbitrary  classifications.  This  revision  disclosed  that  the 
classifications  had  been  somewhat  faulty  in  respect  to  certain  details,  and 
that  as  a  result  some  names  had  been  overlooked  which  are  doubtless 
as  requisite  to  reference  coverage  as  those  which  had  previously  fallen 
within  the  classifications. 

Those  thus  brought  within  the  revised  arbitrary  classifications  were 
at  once  notified,  and  others  similarly  situated  hereafter  will  be  as  a  matter 
of  routine.  I  happen  to  know  that  some  of  those  involved  have  felt  that  a 
listing  should  have  been  tendered  for  earlier  volumes,  and  naturally  so 
when  the  now  qualifying  position  has  been  held  for  some  time. 

However,  I  have  found  that  a  frank  explanation,  such  as  that  given 
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above,  has  invariably  resulted  in  reasonable  allowance  being  made  for  the 
fact  that  despite  our  best  intentions,  the  arbitrary  classifications  will  always 
be  subject  to  improvements.  We  readily  admit  this  to  be  so,  but  do 
assure  that  we  shall  constantly  strive  to  improve  them  and  that  we  wel¬ 
come  suggestions  to  that  end. 

Third,  there  is  the  minor  consideration  that  sketches  prepared  from 
file  data  are  seldom  as  satisfactory — either  to  those  sketched  or  to  those 
using  Who's  Who  for  reference  purposes,  as  those  taken  in  the  normal 
way  from  biographees'  data.  And  even  though  the  file-data  sketches  neces¬ 
sitated  by  non-receipt  of  data  from  biographees  are  so  few  in  number  that 
they  are  perhaps  entirely  insignificant  in  a  volume  the  size  of  Who's  Who, 
naturally  we  always  want  to  do  everything  in  our  power  to  accomplish 
the  quite  impossible,  and  eliminate  them  entirely. 

Finally,  there  is  a  fourth  fact  which  I  take  it  is  so  generally  recog¬ 
nized  in  respect  to  Who's  Who  in  America  that  it  very  probably  does 
not  warrant  restating.  The  preface  to  the  first  edition  of  Who's  Who — 
signed  on  June  twentieth,  1899 — contained  these  statements:  “A  .  .  . 
numerous  class,  largely  made  up  of  those  who  had  no  claim  whatever  to 
be  mentioned,  tried  to  get  into  the  work,  frequently  accompanying  their 
requests  by  the  offer  of  pecuniary  inducements.  It  is  needless  to  say  that 
no  attention  was  paid  to  these,  and  that  not  one  line  in  this  volume  .  .  . 
has  been  paid  for." 

This  policy  has  never  been  relaxed;  there  is  no  charge  for  the  inclu¬ 
sion  of  sketches  in  Who's  Who  in  America ,  and  there  never  has  been. 
The  names  listed  in  Who's  Who  are  individually  selected  and  always  have 
been;  neither  money  nor  influence  has  ever  determined  a  selection; 
neither  money — nor  any  consideration  other  than  achievement  or  public 
position — can  obtain  a  listing  in  it. 

I  have  to  ask  your  forbearance  to  the  extent  of  bearing  with  me  in 
my  insistence  in  stating  the  above  facts,  rather  more  “for  the  record"  than 
for  any  other  reason. 

However,  if  they  do  happen  to  clear  up  any  point  involved  and  you 
now  as  a  result  can  extend  us  the  cooperation  of  filling  out  and  returning 
the  listing  blank  attached,  we  will  be  both  glad  and  appreciative.  And 
otherwise  we  shall  endeavor  to  make  the  file-data  listing  of  your  name  in 
the  volume  of  Who’s  Who  now  in  compilation  as  accurate  as  possible. 

Yours  very  truly, 

Wheeler  Sammons 
Publisher 

EXERCISE  12 

After  reading  them  aloud ,  rewrite  the  following  paragraphs  in 
simple ,  pleasant-sounding  English: 
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1.  The  real  question  is  whether  the  idea  is  acceptable  politically.  Un¬ 
doubtedly  the  immediate  reaction  of  most  people  to  the  suggestion 
will  be  a  vehement  rejection.  But  it  is  worth  recalling  the  bitter  oppo¬ 
sition  and  blind  incomprehension  that  accompanied  the  announce¬ 
ment  of  two  other  decisions  of  the  Conservative  Government  to  use 
the  price  mechanism  to  remove  congestion  and  frustration — namely 
the  Rent  Act  and  the  introduction  of  parking  meters. 

2.  American  newspapers  and  magazines  have,  for  decades,  exhibited  the 
characteristically  totalitarian  monolithicism  of  thought,  concentration 
of  control,  and  artistic  as  well  as  ideational  vacua,  that  declared  their 
former  progressive  heritage,  such  as  it  was,  to  be  forfeit.  The  cinema, 
radio,  and  television,  born  into  a  world  in  retrogression,  manifested 
from  the  very  first,  and  in  pure  outline,  the  quantification  and  moroni- 
zation  which  have  marked  their  development  ever  since. 

3.  The  term  public  opinion  is  given  its  meaning  with  reference  to  a 
multi-individual  situation  in  which  individuals  are  expressing  them¬ 
selves,  or  can  be  called  upon  to  express  themselves,  as  favoring  or 
supporting  (or  else  disfavoring  or  opposing)  some  definite  condition, 
person,  or  proposal  of  widespread  importance,  in  such  a  proportion 
of  numbers,  intensity,  and  constancy  as  to  give  rise  to  the  probability 
of  affecting  action,  directly  or  indirectly,  toward  the  object  con¬ 
cerned. 

4.  The  purpose  of  this  article  is  to  demonstrate  that  media  influence  is 
a  function  of  the  receptiveness  of  message  recipients  to  communica¬ 
tions  in  general.  It  is  also  to  show  that  this  receptiveness  is  a  scalable 
predispositioning  attitude  which  is  directly  and  positively  correlated 
with  the  number  of  types  of  media  to  which  message  recipients  are 
exposed,  the  impact  these  media  have,  and  the  overt  behavior  induced 
by  media  exposure  and  impact. 


EXERCISE  15 

Unless  your  college  or  university  is  a  very  unusual  institution ,  its: 
official  publications— catalogues,  manuals  of  rules ,  orientation  litera¬ 
ture ,  and  so  forth— contain  plenty  of  verbosity ,  jargon ,  involved  sen¬ 
tences ,  and  other  faults  discussed  above. 

1.  Find  a  number  of  good  instances  of  such  faults;  copy  them  out , 
and  below  each  one  write  your  own  improved  version.  The  lan¬ 
guage  should  be  as  clear  as  possible ,  but  take  care ,  as  always ,  not 
to  distort  the  meaning  or  eliminate  any  necessary  idea. 

Or 

2.  Write  an  essay  on  your  institution  s  “administrative”  language ,  in 
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the  form  of  a  review  of  its  current  official  publications.  Use  the 
best  examples  you  can  End  of  wordiness  or  obscurity;  point  out  to 
your  reader  exactly  what  is  the  matter  with  each;  and  show  how 
each  could  be  improved. 

EXERCISE  14 

Read  and  report  on  one  of  the  following: 

James  Thurber,  “The  Psychosemanticist  Will  See  You  Now,  Mr.  Thur¬ 
ber,”  in  his  volume  Alarms  and  Diversions  (first  printed  in  The  New 
Yorker ,  May  28,  1955;  on  “our  national  predilection  for  ponderous 
phraseology”) . 

Malcolm  Cowley,  “Sociological  Habit  Patterns  in  Linguistic  Transmogri¬ 
fication,”  The  Reporter ,  September  20,  1956  (on  “the  verbal  folkways 
of  the  sociologists”). 

Jacques  Barzun  and  Henry  F.  Graff,  The  Modern  Researcher,  Chapter  12 
(“Plain  Words:  the  War  on  Jargon  and  Cliches”). 

Samuel  T.  Williamson,  “How  to  Write  Like  a  Social  Scientist,”  Saturday 
Review  of  Literature ,  October  4,  1947. 

George  Orwell,  “Politics  and  the  English  Language,”  in  his  volume 
Shooting  an  Elephant  and  Other  Essays. 


Circumlocution  and  Euphemism 

One  more  important  way  in  which  diction  may  obscure  truth  is 
the  use  of  circumlocutions  and  euphemisms.  A  circumlocution  is  a 
roundabout  expression  which  takes  one  on  a  pleasant  detour  around 
a  disagreeable  idea;  a  euphemism  is  a  device,  usually  consisting  of  a 
single  word,  by  which  the  objectionable  idea  is  given  a  more  attractive 
appearance  as  we  pass  it.  Both  are  based  on  the  interesting  psychologi¬ 
cal  principle  that  an  idea  itself  can  be  made  less  unattractive  if  it  is 
spoken  of  in  words  possessing  as  pleasant,  or  at  least  as  neutral,  a 
connotation  as  possible. 

The  most  obvious  examples  of  such  whitewashing  devices  come 
to  mind  immediately:  the  host  of  expressions  which  soften  the  idea  of 
death  (to  pass  a  way,  to  enter  into  rest ,  to  expire,  to  be  deceased— 
and  the  less  sentimental,  more  facetious  ones,  to  kick  the  bucket ,  to 
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turn  in  one's  checks ,  to  give  up  the  ghost);  the  equally  great  variety 
of  expressions  typified  by  rest  room  and  powder  room;  those  which 
attempt  to  gloss  over  the  unpleasant  truths  relating  to  disease  ( men¬ 
tal  illness ,  rest  home ,  malignancy ,  lung  affliction );  and  those  which 
attempt  to  cover  up  other  unlovely  phases  of  life  ( halitosis  for  bad 
breath ,  expectorate  for  spit ,  plant  food  for  manure ,  county  home  for 
poor  house ,  intemperance  for  drunkenness ,  infidelity  for  adultery , 
visually  handicapped  for  blind ,  medically  indigent  person  for  one  who, 
while  not  a  pauper,  is  unable  to  pay  medical  and  hospital  expenses, 
public  assistance  for  dole). 

Euphemisms  are  commonly  used,  also,  in  referring  to  occupa¬ 
tions,  where  they  serve  either  to  conceal  a  definite  unpleasantness, 
or  to  improve  social  status.  There  are  now  relatively  few  foremen, 
bookkeepers ,  office  girls ,  rat-catchers ,  undertakers ,  pawnbrokers ,  shoe¬ 
makers ,  press-agents ,  hired  girls ,  or  janitors ;  they  have  become,  re¬ 
spectively,  plant  superintendents  (or,  collectively,  supervisory  person¬ 
nel)  ,  accountants ,  secretaries  (or  receptionists ),  exterminators , 
morticians  (or  funeral  directors ),  proprietors  of  loan  offices ,  shoe- 
rebuilders :,  public  relations  counselors ,  domestics ,  and  custodians.  In 
the  school  system  of  at  least  one  large  American  city,  the  head  truant 
officer  is  dignified  by  the  title  of  director  of  pupil  personnel.  An  exam¬ 
ple  of  double  promotion  (or  upgrading !)  by  use  of  euphemisms  is 
found  in  the  case  of  salesman.  To  add  prestige  to  the  calling,  business¬ 
men  began  to  speak  instead  of  sales  (or  customers')  representatives , 
or  even  of  sales  engineers.  But  the  word  salesman  was  not  thereupon 
retired,  for  it  then  was  used  to  designate  the  former  milkman  (route 
salesman),  door-to-door  canvasser  (brush  salesman),  and  even  gas 
station  attendant  (service  salesman).  Earlier  in  this  chapter,  when 
discussing  the  inefficiency  of  business  jargon,  we  referred  to  “time- 
and  motion-study  experts/'  The  term  is  a  euphemism  developed  to 
fit  a  need.  Some  years  ago  the  efficiency  experts  who  were  introduced 
into  manufacturing  plants  to  increase  production  by  getting  more  work 
out  of  the  employees  became,  among  those  employees,  the  object  of 
ridicule  if  not  of  actual  indignation.  The  term  efficiency  expert  thus 
acquired  an  irretrievably  bad  connotation.  And  so  the  new  terms, 
time  study  and  motion  study,  were  created.  Perhaps  in  time  they  too 
will  acquire  the  negative  connotation  of  the  older  term. 

Business  euphemisms  and  circumlocutions  are  not  limited  to 
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names  for  occupations.  Termination  of  employment  is  a  common 
euphemism  for  the  firing  or  laying-off  of  ordinary  workmen.  On  the 
white-collar  level  it  is  perhaps  more  frequently  pointed  out  that  oppor¬ 
tunities  for  advancement  are  limited.  A  similar  desire  to  take  maxi¬ 
mum  advantage  of  the  connotations  of  words  is  found  in  merchan¬ 
dising  (“selling”) .  The  budget  (or  economy )  shops  of  department 
stores  are  places  for  the  disposal  of  cheap  goods;  the  installment  plan 
is  deferred  payment;  artificial  (“fake”)  material  is  simulated;  a  floor¬ 
walker  is  an  aisle  manager y  a  clerk  a  sales  person;  a  place  at  which  to 
register  complaints,  an  adjustment  (or  service )  desk.  Advertisements, 
of  course,  are  filled  with  such  attempts  to  escape  the  negative  con¬ 
notations  of  certain  familiar  words.* 

Circumlocutions  and  euphemisms  are  very  useful  means  of  oil¬ 
ing  the  wheels  of  social  relationships.  They  are  the  best  friends  one 
can  have  in  situations  where  tact  and  courtesy  are  required  instead 
of  bluntness;  they  are  the  soft  words  that  can  head  off  wrath.  Not 
long  ago,  a  faculty  committee  in  a  New  York  City  junior  high  school 
compiled  a  list  of  phrases  by  which  teachers  could  convey  their  com¬ 
plaints  about  pupils  to  the  pupils’  parents  without  causing  offense: 


Awkward  and  clumsy 

Does  all  right  if  pushed 

Too  free  with  fists 

Could  stand  more  baths, 
is  dirty,  has  bad  odor 
Lies 

Steals 

Cheats 

Insolent 

Lazy 

Rude 


Appears  to  have  difficulty  with  motor  control 
and  muscular  coordination 

Accomplishes  tasks  when  interest  is  frequently 
stimulated 

Resorts  to  physical  means  of  winning  his 
point  or  attracting  attention 

Needs  guidance  in  development  of  good  hab¬ 
its  of  hygiene 

Shows  difficulty  in  distinguishing  between 
imaginary  and  factual  material 

Needs  help  in  learning  to  respect  the  property 
rights  of  others 

Needs  help  in  learning  to  adhere  to  rules  and 
standards  of  fair  play 

Needs  guidance  in  learning  to  express  himself 
respectfully 

Needs  ample  supervision  in  order  to  work  well 

Needs  to  develop  a  respectful  attitude  toward 
others 


*  See  the  lively  pages  on  euphemisms  in  Mencken’s  The  American  Language, 
4th  edition,  pp.  284-294,  and  Supplement  One  thereto,  pp.  565-595. 
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Noisy 


Coarse 


Selfish 


Needs  help  in  learning  to  enjoy  sharing  with 
others 

Needs  assistance  in  developing  social  refine¬ 
ment 

Needs  to  develop  quieter  habits  of  communi¬ 
cation 


In  the  same  list  of  tactful  expressions,  the  teachers  recommended 
ways  of  telling  the  parents  that  their  child  had  disgusting  eating 
habits,  was  a  bully,  was  babyish,  associated  with  gangs,  was  dis¬ 
liked  by  other  children,  was  often  late,  or  played  hooky.  What  do  you 
think  was  the  expression  recommended  in  each  case? 

The  elaborate  phrases  undoubtedly  are  more  genteel  than  their 
shorter,  more  forthright  equivalents.  On  the  other  hand,  there  is 
about  them  an  unpleasant  flavor  of  pussyfooting,  of  “nice-Nellyism”; 
and  certainly  the  sacrifice  of  directness  is  a  considerable  price  to  pay 
for  delicacy.  Putting  aside  the  question  of  hurt  feelings,  which  expres¬ 
sion— the  one  that  minces  no  words,  or  the  one  that  couches  the 
teacher's  complaint  in  teacup  language— is  more  likely  to  stimulate 
the  parent  to  corrective  action? 

Roundabout  expressions  should  be  used  only  when  there  is  a 
clear  practical  reason  for  preferring  them  to  their  more  direct  equiva¬ 
lents.  No  attempt  at  humor  falls  flatter  than  the  facetious  use  of 
euphemisms— little  boy's  room ,  head-shrinker  for  psychiatrist ,  charms 
or  endowments  for  aspects  of  a  girl's  beauty.  People  who  habitually 
talk  that  way  may  fairly  be  described  as  mealymouthed  (perhaps 
because  of  unwarranted  embarrassment?)  and  unaware  that  such 
phrases  have  long  since  been  drained  of  whatever  humor  they  once 
possessed.  They  are  striving,  with  dismal  lack  of  success,  to  be  cute. 
Whatever  smile  rewards  them  springs  from  pity,  not  from  spon- 
neous  enjoyment  of  a  joke. 


EXERCISE  15 


I.  (a)  Why  is  the  word  institute  used  so  often  to  designate  estab¬ 
lishments  devoted  neither  to  education  nor  to  research ,  as 
in  Good  Housekeeping  Institute  and  American  Iron  and 
Steel  Institute ? 

( b )  Why  is  the  word  family  frequently  used  in  the  advertise - 
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meats  of  great  corporations,  when  referring  to  their  em¬ 
ployees  or  to  the  subsidiary  companies  of  which  the  cor¬ 
poration  is  made  up?  (And  why  do  some  large  firms, 
including  department  stores,  refer  to  their  employees  as 
associates?) 

(c)  Why  do  many  establishments,  such  as  restaurants ,  which 
sell  hard  liquor  confine  themselves  to  signs  reading  legal 

BEVERAGES  SERVED? 

(d)  “ And  now,  a  brief  message  from  our  sponsor.”  Why  brief 
message,  rather  than  advertisement,  plug,  or  commercial? 

(e)  What  kind  of  “Elm  entertainment ”  is  implied  in  the  terms 
art  movie  and  adult  picture?  Did  they  always  have  the  pres¬ 
ent  connotation ? 

( f )  The  federal  official  formerly  known  as  the  Collector  of 
Internal  Revenue  is  now  called  the  Director  of  Internal 
Revenue.  Why  the  change? 

2.  (a)  Very  often,  slang  has  euphemistic  intent  (bump  off  for 
kill,  whopper  for  lie).  How  many  of  the  following  terms 
are  euphemistic  slang?  How  many  are  euphemisms  without 
being  slang? 

nut  house,  madhouse,  booby  hatch,  insane  asylum,  private  sani¬ 
tarium,  mental  hospital,  institution  for  the  treatment  of  nervous 
diseases,  loony  bin,  lunatic  asylum,  retreat 

(b)  How  many  euphemisms  can  you  End  in  Exercise  3  (pp. 
64-65)? 

(c)  Make  a  list  of  modern  euphemistic  synonyms  for  the  old- 
fashioned  saloon. 

(d)  The  words  synthetic,  imitation,  artificial,  simulated,  and 
ersatz  all  describe  materials  or  products  that  differ  from  the 
“genuine”  article.  What  is  their  relative  acceptability  for 
purposes  of  department-store  advertising? 

(e)  What  is  the  difference,  if  any,  between 

grease  job/lubrication  service 
foundation  garment/corset 
field  underwriter/insurance  salesman 
false  teeth/denture 
house  trailer/m obile  home 
automatic  coin  machine/juke  box 
slum  clearance/urban  renewal 
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principal/headmaster 

toothpaste/dentifrice? 

EXERCISE  1  6 

As  we  have  remarked ,  there  are  many  social  situations  in  which 
circumlocutions  and  euphemisms  simply  must  be  used  for  the  sake 
of  propriety  and  the  avoidance  of  embarrassment  or  distress.  Recall 
several  such  situations  from  your  own  experience,  or  invent  a  few, 
and  let  them  serve  as  illustrations  in  a  theme  called  “The  Uses  of 
Euphemism ” 


EXERCISE  17 

In  late  years,  there  has  been  a  noteworthy  relaxation  of  language 
taboos  both  in  conversation  and  in  print.  Contemporary  novels  now 
freely  use  words  which  they  could  not  have  printed  only  a  few  years 
ago.  What  have  been  your  own  observations  in  this  matter?  Do  you 
think  the  change  is  for  the  better?  Write  an  essay  called  either  “The 
Decline  of  Prudery  in  Language ”  or  “The  Disappearance  of  Restraint 
in  Language ,”  depending  on  the  position  you  adopt. 

EXERCISE  l8 

If  you  have  personal  knowledge  of  a  business  or  industry  involving 
different  grades  of  employees  and  a  variety  of  jobs,  you  could  write  an 
informative  brief  essay  on  the  special  terms  used  to  give  employees  a 
sense  of  elevated  status  and  responsibility  ( for  example,  group  leader 
for  subforeman,  table  service  man  for  bus  boy,  utensil  maintenance 
man  for  dishwasher,  night  hostess  [in  a  girls'  dormitory ]  for  telephone 
answerer). 


Cliches 


Thus  far  in  this  chapter  we  have  seen  that  we,  as  readers,  can 
reasonably  demand  that  those  who  write  for  us  express  themselves  as 
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clearly  as  the  subject  matter  warrants.  Those  who  fail  to  do  so  lay 
themselves  open  to  charges  of  windiness,  cloudy  thinking,  egotism, 
or  deliberate  deceitfulness.  We  have  also  seen  that  there  is  a  common 
characteristic  among  users  of  jargon:  they  are  nearly  all  imitators. 
Unable  or  unwilling  to  clothe  their  thoughts  in  their  own  words,  and 
thus  to  give  individual  distinction  and  force  to  what  they  have  to  say, 
they  blindly  adopt  the  phraseology  that  others  use,  regardless  of  its 
effectiveness  or  its  aptness. 

The  stock  expressions  we  have  cited  in  the  preceding  pages  were 
preliminary  samples  of  the  vast  treasury  of  cliches,  to  which  we  must 
now  pay  more  specific  attention.  The  word  cliche  is  French  for  stereo¬ 
type,  a  metal  plate  cast  from  a  page  of  type,  which  makes  it  possible 
for  a  printer  who  wants  to  make  more  copies  of  a  certain  book  to  do 
so  without  the  expensive  and  time-consuming  labor  of  resetting  all  the 
type.  Whenever  he  wants  to  reissue  a  book,  he  simply  puts  the  plates 
on  the  press  and  touches  a  button.  In  English  usage,  by  a  neat  trans¬ 
fer  of  meaning,  cliche  means  a  ready-cast,  or  stereotyped,  expression— 
a  prefabricated  phrase— which  saves  a  writer  or  speaker  the  trouble  of 
inventing  a  fresh  new  way  of  saying  something. 

Superficially  it  might  seem  that  the  cliche  is  an  admirable  device, 
for  insofar  as  it  economizes  on  time  and  effort,  it  is  undoubtedly 
efficient.  But  good  writing  is  not  merely  efficient:  it  is  effective. 
Effective  writing  must  be  fresh.  It  must  impress  readers  with 
the  sincerity  of  the  author.  It  must  bear  the  marks  of  being  written 
for  a  particular  occasion.  The  big  drawback  of  form  letters  is  that  they 
fail  to  meet  these  requirements  of  individuality  and  freshness;  and 
cliches  are  nothing  but  form  letters  in  miniature.  One  who  uces 
cliches  is  writing  mechanically;  his  phrases  smell  of  mimeograph  ink. 

Nor  is  fondness  for  the  cliche  a  sign  simply  of  indifference.  It 
may  be  that  a  writer's  affection  for  threadbare  words  is  a  clue  to  the 
quality  of  his  thinking.  In  the  first  place,  fresh  new  ideas  by  their 
very  nature  require  fresh  new  language— they  cannot  be  expressed  in 
any  other  way.  Ready-made  language  can  be  fitted  only  to  ready-made 
thoughts.  Again,  since  there  is  a  demonstrable  relationship  between 
general  intelligence  and  effective  use  of  language,  it  is  likely  that  a 
writer  who  fails  to  recognize  stale  terms  when  he  uses  them  also 
fails  to  recognize  stale  ideas.  Therefore,  readers  who  can  quickly 
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detect  hackneyed  phraseology  are  forearmed  against  tired  thinking. 
If,  for  instance,  a  man  begins  a  letter  to  the  editor  or  a  luncheon- 
club  address  in  this  manner:  'The  talk  about  the  abolition  of  the 
smoke  nuisance  reminds  me  of  what  Mark  Twain  once  said  about 
the  weather:  everybody  talks  about  it  but  nobody  does  anything 
about  it”— the  audience  is  entitled  to  wonder  whether  this  could 
possibly  be  the  preface  to  anything  worth  listening  to.  Is  the  writer 
or  speaker  not  sufficiently  intelligent  to  realize  that  the  story  about 
Mark  Twain  and  the  weather  was  a  chestnut  sixty  years  ago?  Simi¬ 
larly  with  the  speaker  who  must  somehow  drag  in  Ole  Man  River, 
who  just  keeps  rolling  along— and  with  the  one  who  insists  upon 
involving  the  hapless  Topsy  in  his  description  of  how  a  city  or  a 
business  or  a  club,  instead  of  developing  according  to  a  plan,  just 
grew. 

The  willful  or  ignorant  use  of  trite  language,  then,  can  expose 
a  writer  to  suspicion  of  being  intellectually  as  well  as  verbally 
imitative.  A  writer  does  not  have  to  be  a  coiner  of  flamboyantly 
"original”  phrases  that  might  be  welcomed  in  the  "Picturesque 
Speech”  department  of  the  Reader's  Digest;  indeed,  one  can  err 
almost  as  far  in  that  direction  as  in  the  other.  But  readers  have  a 
right  to  expect  that  his  style  will  unobtrusively  provide  traction  for 
their  minds  rather  than  allow  them  to  slide  and  skid  on  a  slippery 
surface  paved  with  well-worn  phrases. 

It  would  be  pedantic,  not  to  say  foolish,  to  insist  that  good 
writers  never,  never  use  cliches;  let  him  who  has  never  sinned  cast 
the  first  stone.  But  good  writers,  if  they  use  cliches  at  all,  use  them 
with  the  utmost  caution.  In  informal  discourse,  furthermore,  cliches 
are  almost  indispensable.  When  we  are  relaxing  with  our  friends, 
we  do  not  want  to  be  bothered  to  find  new  or  at  least  unhackneyed 
ways  of  saying  things;  we  rely  upon  our  ready  supply  of  cliches,  and 
if  we  do  not  overdraw  our  account,  no  one  thinks  the  worse  of  us. 
So  long  as  we  succeed  in  communicating  the  small,  commonplace 
ideas  we  have  in  mind,  no  harm  is  done. 

When  does  an  expression  become  cliche?  There  can  be  no  defi¬ 
nite  answer,  because  what  is  trite  to  one  person  may  still  be  fresh 
to  another.  But  a  great  many  expressions  are  universally  understood 
to  be  so  threadbare  as  to  be  useless  except  in  the  most  casual  dis¬ 
course.  They  have  been  loved  not  wisely  but  too  well.  A  good  prac- 
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tical  test  is  this:  If,  when  you  are  listening  to  a  speaker,  you  can 
accurately  anticipate  what  he  is  going  to  say  next,  he  is  quite  obvi¬ 
ously  using  cliches;  otherwise  he  would  be  constantly  surprising  you. 
“Such  a  precautionary  measure  would  stand  us— 7  (“in  good  stead/' 
you  think— correctly,  as  it  turns  out)  “—in  our  time—"  (“of  need," 
you  think,  and  you  win).  “We  are  gathered  here  today  to  mourn" 
(“the  untimely  death")  “of  our  beloved  leader.  Words  are  inade¬ 
quate"  (“to  express  the  grief  that  is  in  our  hearts").  Similarly  when 
you  read;  if  one  word  almost  inevitably  invites  another,  if  you  can 
read  half  of  the  words  and  know  pretty  certainly  what  the  other 
half  are,  you  are  reading  cliches.  “We  watched  the  flames"  (“lick¬ 
ing")  “at  the  side  of  the  building.  A  pall"  (“of  smoke")  “hung  thick 
over  the  neighborhood.  Suddenly  we  heard  a  dull"  (“thud")  “which 
was  followed  by  an  ominous"  (“silence").  Cliches,  in  brief,  are 
phrases  that  are  self-completing. 

The  degree  to  which  a  reader  is  aware  of  cliches  depends  directly 
upon  the  scope  and  sensitivity  of  his  previous  reading.  If  he  has 
read  widely,  in  both  good  books  and  bad,  and  has  carefully  observed 
authors'  styles,  he  has  probably  become  quite  alert  for  trite  language. 
Cliches  to  him  are  old  but  exceedingly  tiresome  friends.  But  if  a 
reader's  experience  of  books  and  magazines  has  been  limited,  he  will 
not  recognize  so  many  overripe  expressions;  in  his  eyes  most  cliches 
still  have  the  dew  on  them. 

Many  (but  by  no  means  all)  familiar  cliches  are  figures  of 
speech.  Now  a  figure  of  speech  is  useful  only  so  long  as  it  makes  an 
idea  more  vivid,  enabling  the  reader  to  visualize  an  abstract  concept 
in  concrete  terms.  If  the  reader  has  become  so  accustomed  to  it  that 
it  no  longer  stimulates  his  imagination,  it  has  no  more  value  than  a 
nonfigurative  expression.  And  that  is  what  has  happened  to  many 
such  images,  clever  and  appropriate  at  first  but  now  almost  lifeless. 
Some  are  similes  (a  comparison  directly  stated):  common  as  dirt , 
warm  as  toast,  old  as  the  hills ,  sell  like  hot  cakes ,  sleep  like  a  log.  .  .  . 
Others  are  metaphors  (a  comparison  implied):  a  bolt  from  the 
blue,  politics  makes  strange  bedfellows ,  blackout  of  news  (or  the 
iron  curtain  of  censorship ),  left  high  and  dry ,  variety  is  the  spice  of 
life ,  point  the  huger  of  suspicion  .... 

The  variety  of  cliches  that  have  sprung  from  a  single  source— 
the  desire  to  suggest  a  resemblance  between  some  aspect  of  man’s 
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behavior  and  that  of  animals— is  illustrated  by  this  paragraph  from 
a  witty  leaflet  issued  periodically  by  the  Columbia  University  Press. 
Occasionally  we  will  omit  a  word  to  show  how  automatically  the 
mind  supplies  the  missing  element  in  a  cliche: 

“Man,”  says  The  Columbia  Encyclopedia ,  “is  distinguished  from 
other  animals  by  his  brain  and  his  hands.”  But  there  the  difference 
would  seem  to  end  because  he  is  chicken-livered,  lion-hearted,  pigeon- 
toed.  He  is  treacherous  as  a  snake,  sly  as  a  fox,  busy  as  a  , 

slippery  as  an  ,  industrious  as  an  ant,  blind  as  a  bat,  faith¬ 

ful  as  a  dog,  gentle  as  a  lamb.  He  has  clammy  hands,  the  ferocity 
of  the  tiger,  the  manners  of  a  pig,  the  purpose  of  a  jellyfish.  He  gets 
drunk  as  an  owl.  He  roars  like  a  ;  he  coos  like  a  dove.  He 

is  still  as  a  mouse;  he  hops  around  like  a  sparrow.  He  works  like 
a  horse.  He  is  led  like  a  sheep.  He  can  fly  like  a  bird,  run  like  a 
deer,  drink  like  a  ,  swim  like  a  duck.  He  is  nervous  as  a  cat. 

He  sticks  his  head  in  the  sand  like  an  .  He  acts  like  a  dog  in 

a  manger.  He  is  coltish  and  kittenish,  and  stubborn  as  a  .  He 

plays  possum.  He  gets  hungry  as  a  bear,  and  wolfs  his  food.  He 
has  the  memory  of  an  elephant.  He  is  easily  cowed.  He  gets  thirsty 
as  a  camel.  He  is  as  strong  as  an  .  He  has  a  catlike  walk,  and 

a  mousy  manner.  He  parrots  everything  he  hears.  He  acts  like  a 
puppy,  and  is  as  playful  as  a  kitten.  He  struts  like  a  rooster,  and  is 
as  vain  as  a  peacock.  He  is  as  happy  as  a  and  as  sad  as  an 

owl.  He  has  a  whale  of  an  appetite.  He  has  a  beak  for  a  nose,  and 
arms  like  an  ape.  He  has  the  eyes  of  a  and  the  neck  of  a  bull. 

He  is  as  slow  as  a  tortoise.  He  chatters  like  a  magpie.  He  has  raven 
hair  and  the  shoulders  of  a  buffalo.  He's  as  dumb  as  an  ox,  and  has 
the  back  of  an  ox — he  is  even  as  big  as  an  ox.  He's  a  worm.  His 
is  cooked.  He's  crazy  like  a  bedbug  (or  fox  or  coot).  He's  a 
rat.  He’s  a  louse.  Of  course,  he  is  also  cool  as  a  cucumber,  fresh  as 
a  ,  red  as  a  beet,  etc. — but  The  Columbia  Encyclopedia 

doesn't  suggest  that  he  differs  in  any  way  from  vegetables  and  other 
flora,  so  we  won't  go  into  that. 

One  large  category  of  cliches  is  composed  of  those  which  insist 
upon  associating  a  particular  descriptive  adjective  with  a  given  noun. 
Such  stereotyped  word  associations  include  clockwork  precision , 
checkered  (or  meteoric )  career ,  whirlwind  courtship ,  tight-lipped 
(or  stony )  silence ,  level  best ,  crushing  defeat ,  intrepid  explorer ,  sky- 
rocketing  costs.  Is  there  any  reason  why  a  formidable  task  should 
habitually  be  described  as  Herculean?  None  at  all,  except  that  people 
have  adopted  such  phrases  as  a  way  of  evading  their  obligation  to 
make  their  own  language. 
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Other  common  types  of  cliches  are  verb  and  noun  phrases. 
Outworn  verb  phrases  include  to  live  to  a  ripe  old  age,  to  grow  by 
leaps  and  bounds,  to  withstand  the  test  of  time,  to  let  bygones  be 
bygones,  to  be  unable  to  see  the  woods  for  the  trees,  to  eat  crow, 
to  upset  the  applecart.  Noun  phrases  that  have  outlasted  their  fresh¬ 
ness  include  ace  up  his  sleeve,  the  full  flush  of  victory,  the  patter  of 
rain,  the  fly  in  the  ointment,  a  diamond  in  the  rough,  part  and 
parcel ,  the  old  song  and  dance. 

Nowhere  is  the  cliche  more  to  be  avoided  than  in  descriptive 
and  narrative  writing,  the  whole  success  of  which  depends  upon 
the  freshness  and  exactness  with  which  the  writer  communicates  his 
impressions  to  the  reader.  A  virtually  certain  mark  of  the  inexperi¬ 
enced  writer  is  his  willingness  to  see  his  settings  and  characters 
through  the  eyes  of  someone  else— to  wit,  the  man  who  has  used  his 
cliches  before  him.  “He  walked  with  catlike  tread”  .  .  .  “they  were 
drenched  by  mountainous  waves”  .  .  .  “the  child  was  bubbling  over 
with  mirth”  .  .  .  “there  was  a  blinding  flash”  .  .  .  “he  made  a  con¬ 
vulsive  grab  for  the  rope”  .  .  .  “they  heard  a  rustle  of  leaves”  .  .  . 
“the  flowers  nodded  in  the  gentle  breeze”  .  .  .  “the  shadows  were 
lengthening”  .  .  .  “he  looked  at  her  with  a  glassy  stare.”  The  only 
delight  we  can  find  in  such  writing  is  that  of  seeing  old  familiar 
faces.  Surely  we  are  allowed  to  participate  in  no  new  experience;  we 
cannot  see  things  from  any  new  angle,  or  receive  a  fresh  interpreta¬ 
tion  of  their  meaning.  A  “creative”  writer  who  depends  upon  cliches 
is  really  not  creating  anything.  His  stock  in  trade  is  not  genuine  ex¬ 
perience,  and  without  genuine  experience  no  writer  can  succeed. 
All  he  has  to  offer  is  words— mere  words,  empty  shells  incapable  of 
meaning. 

Many  of  our  cliches  are  derived  from  books  that  have  had  the 
greatest  influence  upon  the  common  speech.  To  kill  the  fatted  calf, 
his  name  is  legion,  covers  a  multitude  of  sins,  the  spirit  is  willing  but 
the  flesh  is  weak,  the  blind  leading  the  blind,  the  parting  of  the  way 
—all  have  their  beginning  in  the  Bible,  even  though  in  most  cases 
their  original  Biblical  connotations  have  been  forgotten.  Many  ser¬ 
mons  are  tissues  of  such  cliches,  and  their  dullness  is  due  to  the  fact 
that  these  phrases,  originally  so  full  of  flavor  and  meaning,  have  lost 
their  charm  through  unremitting  use.  Few  people  react  to  them  as 
deeply  as  did  those  to  whom  the  English  Bible  was  a  new  and  won- 
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derful  book,  the  phrases  shining  like  coins  from  the  mint.  And  that 
is  true,  unfortunately,  of  many  of  the  finest  things  that  have  ever 
been  said  in  the  world.  The  opening  sentences  of  the  Declaration 
of  Independence,  Lincoln's  Gettysburg  Address,  certain  portions  of 
Gray's  "Elegy"— some  of  the  most  moving  poems  and  political  docu¬ 
ments  have  become  hackneyed  through  constant  use. 

The  alert  reader  can  watch  cliches  in  the  very  process  of  being 
made.  For  example,  words  associated  with  atomic  developments  have 
quickly  become  standard  cliches  in  all  sorts  of  usages.  The  verb  to 
mushroom,  admittedly,  was  a  fairly  common  cliche  even  before  1945,. 
when  it  meant  "to  grow  as  fast  as  mushrooms"  or  "to  assume  a 
mushroom  shape"  ("the  suburbs  of  the  city  mushroomed,"  "the 
bullet  mushroomed  against  the  steel  plate").  But  once  the  typical 
("awe-inspiring")  cloud  produced  by  an  atomic  explosion  was  desig¬ 
nated  as  mushroom-shaped,  the  cliche  achieved  new  popularity  and 
in  the  process  lost  its  characteristic  metaphorical  suggestions.  Now¬ 
adays  mushrooming  is  applied  to  everything  from  a  dam  under  con¬ 
struction  to  a  sudden  burst  of  public  sentiment  on  some  issue.  Chain 
reaction ,  originally  a  technical  term  in  nuclear  physics,  now  is  a 
handy  way  of  describing  a  series  of  events  that  are  (or  are  supposed 
to  be)  causally  connected,  in  the  manner  of  a  bowling  ball  knocking 
down  Pin  A,  Pin  A  in  turn  knocking  down  Pin  B,  and  so  on.  And 
the  verb  to  trigger ,  first  applied  to  the  action  of  an  atomic  bomb  in 
setting  off  the  far  greater  explosion  of  the  hydrogen  bomb,  has  al¬ 
ready  become  a  tiresome  cliche  to  describe  any  analogous  action,  no 
matter  how  remote  the  resemblance  may  be:  "The  protest  of  the 
home  owners'  delegation  triggered  a  full-dress  investigation  by  City 
Council";  "the  heavy  rains  of  the  past  three  days  triggered  flood 
conditions." 


EXERCISE  IQ 

Fill  in  the  blanks: 

1.  First  and  ,  in  my  search  I  will  leave  no  stone 

It  will  be  a  labor  of 

He  passed  the  exam  with  colors;  it  was  a  red-letter 

in  his  life.  He  could  point  with  to  his  achievement. 

The  news  spread  like 
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By  prompt  action  she  was  from  the  jaws  of  ; 

otherwise  she  would  have  gone  to  a  watery 
After  the  quarrel  she  left  him,  bag  and  .  She  said  she  wouldn’t 

come  back  to  him  for  or  money.  At  the  party  the  next 

day,  she  was  conspicuous  by  her 

I  was  so  burned  up  that  I  threw  caution  to  the  .  I  should 

have  known  that  it  doesn’t  pay  to  with  one’s  chin. 

He  did  a  landoffice  the  first  month  he  was  open,  but  the 

wear  and  on  his  health  was  too  great.  So  he  took  a 

vacation  in  Florida,  saying  that  the  change  would  either 
or  cure  him.  Underneath,  though,  one  could  detect  that  he  was 
whistling  in  the 

Last  but  not  ,  to  make  a  long  story  ,  he  is  caught 

between  the  and  the  deep  blue  sea.  Such  is 

2.  As  sure  as  and  taxes. 

Packed  in  tight  as 
Sharp  as  a 
Quick  as 
Hard  as 
Silent  as 
Sticks  out  like  a 
Dull  as 
Innocent  as 
Mad  as 


EXERCISE  2  0 

1.  In  their  Dictionary  of  Contemporary  American  Usage  (1957), 
Bergen  and  Cornelia  Evans  learnedly  and  wittily  discuss  many 
hundreds  of  cliches— their  original  meanings  (many  of  which  are 
surprising)  and  their  present  state  of  fatigue.  For  an  essay ,  select 
one  letter  of  the  alphabet ,  go  through  the  Evanses'  pages  devoted 
to  this  letter ,  and  read  all  the  articles  dealing  with  individual 
cliches ,  which  the  authors  frequently  designate  by  the  terms 
“ hackneyed ,”  “stale,”  or  “trite”  rather  than  by  the  word  cliche 
itself.  Then ,  in  your  essay ,  sum  up,  with  examples,  what  you  have 
learned  about  the  natural  history  of  cliches  and  the  reasons  why 
it  is  often  advisable  to  avoid  them. 

2.  The  cliche  has  been  discussed  above  primarily  from  the  viewpoint 
of  trite  language.  But  since  tired  language  and  tired  thoughts 
generally  are  inseparable,  the  term  cliche  also  refers  to  the  state¬ 
ment  of  an  obvious  idea.  I11  this  sense,  it  is  roughly  synonymous 
with  commonplace,  truism,  platitude,  and  bromide.  (For  ways 
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in  which  their  connotations  differ ,  see  Webster's  Dictionary  of 
Synonyms,  under  commonplace.)  A  great  many  familiar  sayings 
— aphorisms ,  proverbs ,  adages ,  and  so  on— are  cliches.  Whether  or 
not  they  have  considerable  truth  in  them ,  they  have  been  so  over¬ 
worked  as  to  have  lost  much  of  their  force:  “Still  waters  run  deep/’ 
“It’s  not  what  you  know  that  counts ,  it’s  the  people  you  know/’ 
“Spare  the  rod  and  spoil  the  child/’  “Christmas  has  become  too 
commercialized ,”  “The  artist  is  lost  in  modern  society ,”  “There’s 
nothing  new  under  the  sun.”  How  long  a  list  can  you  make  of 
similar  platitudes ? 

3.  Bartlett’s  Familiar  Quotations  is  a  rich  treasury  of  oft-repeated 
expressions ,  a  great  many  of  which  have  become  cliche.  With  its 
aid ,  make  a  list  of  familiar  phrases  which  entered  the  common 
speech  by  way  of  Hamlet. 

4.  One  often  reads  complaints  about  “ cliche  situations”  or  “cliche 
characters”  in  plays ,  movies ,  novels ,  and  television  shows.  What  do 
these  terms  mean ?  Give  examples  of  plots  or  situations  that  seem 
to  you  to  be  cliche ,  and  describe  a  few  cliche  characters  (for 
example ,  the  “Good  Guys”  and  the  “Bad  Guys"  in  western 
movies). 


EXERCISE  21 

Some  cliches  are  enduring;  they  pass  from  generation  to  genera¬ 
tion  without  ever  seeming  to  quite  wear  out  their  welcome.  Some  of 
them  were  already  old  favorites  in  Chaucer’s  time ,  the  later  fourteenth 
century.  Others,  the  products  of  contemporary  events  and  fashions, 
are  short-lived.  They  spring  from  politics,  popular  songs,  comic  strips, 
television.  They  are  the  froth  on  the  sea  of  language;  they  have  their 
brief  life  and  then  disappear  as  suddenly  as  they  appeared.  The 
following  assignments  illustrate  both  the  longevity  of  some  cliches 
and  the  ephemerality  of  others. 

1.  As  early  as  1738  Jonathan  Swift  satirized  the  human  propensity  for 
talking  in  cliches  and  stale  witticisms  in  his  Complete  Collection 
of  Genteel  and  Ingenious  Conversation,  which  can  be  found  in 
most  collections  of  his  works.  Go  through  this  amusing  series  of 
dialogues  and  pick  out  all  the  cliches  that  are  still  current  today, 
after  more  than  two  centuries. 

j2.  In  1923  George  S.  Kaufman  and  Marc  Connelly  wrote  a  successful 
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pliiy,  Dulcy,  whose  charming  but  bird-brained  heroine  talks 
brightly  in  cliches  and  platitudes.  Read  the  play  if  it  is  available  in 
your  library.  How  many  of  Dulcy  s  expressions  are  not  in  ordinary 
use  today? 

3.  Browse  in  the  several  volumes  of  Mark  Sullivan  s  Our  Times 
(1926-1933)  and  in  Frederick  Lewis  Allens  Only  Yesterday  (1931) 
and  Since  Yesterday  (1940)  to  discover  what  were  the  favorite  catch 
phrases  and  slang  cliches  in  the  years  between  1900  and  1939. 
What  proportion  of  them  have  survived  to  the  present  day?  How 
many  do  your  parents  or  grandparents  still  use? 

4.  The  humorist  S.  J.  Perelm an  makes  great  use  of  current  cliches , 
especially  those  with  a  quasi-literary  flavor.  Gather  a  harvest  of 
them  from  his  book ,  The  Most  of  S.  J.  Perelman  (1938). 

3.  Another  contemporary  humorist ,  Frank  Sullivan,  has  written  a 
well-known  series  of  dialogues  starring  the  “cliche  expert  ”  Mr. 
Aibuthnot.  This  gentleman  has  at  his  fingertips,  or  on  the  tip  of 
his  tongue ,  a  glittering  array  of  cliches ,  both  old  and  new ,  which 
enable  him  to  discourse  on  any  subject  at  the  drop  of  a  hat.  Look 
up  these  pieces  in  Sullivan  s  volumes ,  A  Rock  in  Every  Snowball 
(1946)  and  The  Night  the  Old  Nostalgia  Burned  Down  (1933). 
Which  are  the  seemingly  permanent  cliches  and  which  seem  to 
be  recent  in  origin  (and  perhaps  are  already  on  the  way  out)? 


^Newspaperese” 

The  jargon  peculiar  to  newspapers  is  a  combination  of  the  cliche, 
dead  wood,  and  the  weak  passive  or  impersonal  construction.  The 
great  objection  to  it,  as  to  all  jargon,  is  that  it  is  machine-made.  It  is 
written  according  to  formula,  and  material  written  to  formula  in¬ 
evitably  loses  much  of  its  color  and  interest.  Here  is  a  short  sampling 
of  newspaper  cliches  together  with  their  simpler  equivalents : 

The  death  toll  rose  to  ten  today  in  the  wake  Four  more  people  died 
of  the  disastrous  fire  .  .  .  (or:  Death  today  as  a  result  of  the  fire  .  .  . 
claimed  four  more  victims  .  .  .) 

The  mercury  soared  to  a  record  high  for  the  Today  was  the  hottest 
year  (or  plummeted  to  a  new  low)  ...  (or  coldest)  day  of  the 

year 
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At  an  early  hour  this  morning  the  identity 
of  the  victim  had  not  yet  been  established  .  .  . 

Traffic  was  snarled  (or  paralyzed,  or  at  a  stand¬ 
still,  or  moved  at  a  snail's  pace,  or  crept  bumper 
to  bumper)  as  snow  blanketed  the  metropoli¬ 
tan  area  .  .  . 

State  Police,  aided  by  local  law  enforcement 
officers,  today  were  combing  the  area  adjacent 
to  Center  City  in  search  of  clues  that  might 
lead  to  the  solution  of  the  mystery  of  the 
murder-kidnaping  .  .  . 

Three  persons  suffered  injuries  when  the  auto¬ 
mobile  in  which  they  were  riding  figured  in  a 
collision  with  a  large  truck  .  .  . 

As  he  completed  his  investigation,  the  coroner 
said  it  was  his  opinion  that  death  was  instan¬ 
taneous  .  .  . 


Early  this  morning  the 
body  was  still  unidenti¬ 
fied  .  .  . 

The  snowfall  slowed 
traffic.  .  .  . 


State  and  local  po¬ 
lice  were  looking  for 
clues  to  the  man  who 
kidnaped  and  mur¬ 
dered  .  .  . 

Three  persons  were  hurt 
when  their  car  hit  a 
big  truck.  .  .  . 

The  coroner  said  he 
thought  the  man  had 
been  killed  instantly 


In  addition,  there  are  numerous  single  words,  especially  epithets  and 
verbs,  which  are  seemingly  indispensable  to  newspaper  reporting. 
Any  better-than-ordinary  fire  or  auto  accident  is  spectacular;  an 
accident  that  is  more  peculiar  than  disastrous  is  freak;  when  public 
men  approve  of  something  they  hail  it,  when  they  disapprove  of  it 
they  attack  it,  and  when  they  want  something  they  urge  it;  when  two 
factions  have  a  disagreement  they  clash;  when  anything  is  announced 
it  is  made  public;  and  when  men  accuse  others  of  wrongdoing  they 
allege .  ( Assert ,  another  newspaper  war  horse,  has  a  slightly  less  nega¬ 
tive  connotation.) 

The  weak  passive  is  used  in  newspaper  writing  for  essentially  the 
same  reason  it  is  used  in  governmental  correspondence:  to  achieve 
the  impersonal  note,  and  thus,  in  many  instances,  to  disclaim  direct 
responsibility  for  statements  that  are  based  on  hearsay.  When  news¬ 
papers  send  a  reporter  for  an  eyewitness  story  of  a  disaster  or  a  court 
trial,  or  when  they  quote  a  press  release  or  statements  made  during  an 
interview,  they  can  state  positively  that  this  and  that  are  true.  But 
much  news  cannot  be  treated  in  so  open  and  confident  a  fashion- 
news  based  on  private  information  picked  up  by  reporters  or  on 
rumors  circulating  in  the  city  hall  or  the  stock  exchange.  Although 
the  papers  wish  to  relay  this  news,  they  cannot  do  so  on  their  own 
authority;  the  man  who  gave  the  reporter  his  information  refuses  to 
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be  quoted,  and  the  public  will  be  suspicious  of  anything  plainly  labeled 
“rumor.”  The  solution,  then,  is  to  use  weak  passive  or  impersonal 
constructions  which  do  not  require  an  agent:  “It  was  revealed  (or 
learned  or  reported)”  (not:  the  City  Commissioner  told  our  reporter 
but  warned  him  not  to  use  his  name);  “indications  increased”  or  “a 
survey  today  showed”  (not:  our  reporter  asked  several  people,  and 
their  replies,  when  put  together,  suggested).  Another  device  of  pass¬ 
ing  on  news  without  revealing  its  source  (or,  it  may  be,  without  re¬ 
vealing  that  it  has  no  source  outside  the  mind  of  an  inventive  re¬ 
porter)  is  the  use  of  those  mysterious  oracles,  the  officials  who  asked 
that  their  names  be  withheld ,  spokesmen ,  informed  quarters,  observ¬ 
ers,  and  sources  usually  considered  reliable.  Judged  from  the  viewpoint 
of  clear,  accurate  communication,  “newspaperese”  has  as  little  to 
recommend  it  as  does  any  other  kind  of  roundabout,  machine-made 
language. 

One  particular  brand  of  newspaper  jargon,  the  language  of  the 
sports  page,  deserves  special  study.  Sports  writers,  perhaps  because 
they  deal  with  lively,  entertaining  matters  that  seldom  have  dead- 
serious  implications,  have  greater  freedom,  and  indeed  a  greater 
necessity,  than  do  other  reporters  to  invent  new  ways  of  saying  things. 
Sports  pages  are  filled  with  metaphorical  language.  When  first  used, 
such  terms  add  a  welcome  novelty  to  the  narration  of  what  are,  after 
all,  fairly  routine  events.  (One  baseball  game  differs  from  another 
only  in  details,  not  in  general  pattern:  usually  a  game  has  nine  innings, 
each  inning  is  divided  into  halves,  a  side  is  always  retired  after  the 
third  out.)  But,  like  all  cliches,  sports-page  terms  soon  lose  their 
vividness  through  overuse.  Reporters  keep  on  employing  them  just 
the  same:  four-bagger  or  circuit  clout  for  home  run,  coveted  paste¬ 
boards  for  hard-to-get  tickets ,  grid  classic  for  big  game,  thin-clads  for 
track  team ,  signal-caller  for  quarterback ,  tankmen  for  swimmers ,  cen¬ 
tury  for  100-yard  dash ,  swivel-hipped  pigskin  toter  for  agile  ball-carrier, 
and  so  on. 


EXERCISE  2  2 

Here  is  a  news  story,  written  in  standard  newspaperese.  Rewrite 
it  in  simple ,  unhackneyed  English. 
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Police  in  the  metropolitan  area  today  spread  a  dragnet  for  the  killers  of 

numbers  racket  czar  Frankie  R - ,  slain  early  this  morning  in  typical 

gangland  fashion.  A  seven-state  alarm  has  been  broadcast  for  two  men  in 
a  late  model  Imperial  sedan,  reported  to  have  been  in  the  North  Side 
neighborhood  at  the  time  of  the  slaying. 

R - ,  43,  who  lived  at  the  Fort  Amity  Hotel,  was  riddled  by 

bullets  as  he  entered  his  foreign-make  sports  car,  parked  in  front  of  4659 
Summit  Blvd.  He  had  been  visiting  the  apartment  of  a  woman  acquaint¬ 
ance,  blonde  Jackie  B - ,  22,  at  that  address. 

Miss  B - ,  a  dancer  at  the  Cafe  Regale,  was  intensively  ques¬ 

tioned  by  detectives  after  the  shooting  and  then  released.  Pale  and  sobbing, 

she  maintained  that  R - brought  her  home  from  the  night  spot  and 

stayed  an  hour,  talking.  “He  seemed  to  be  nervous/'  she  said,  “like  he 
was  scared  somebody  was  out  to  get  him." 

Investigators  on  the  homicide  squad  have  found  no  witnesses  to  the 
actual  shooting.  Residents  in  the  exclusive  neighborhood,  aroused  by  the 

sound  of  gunfire,  found  R -  slumped  over  the  wheel  of  his  car. 

Jack  Little,  31,  well-known  local  television  personality,  who  lives  across 
the  street  from  the  scene,  told  police  he  had  just  turned  the  corner  of 
Oak  St.  when  he  heard  four  or  five  shots  and  saw  a  big  car  leaving  the 
scene  at  a  high  rate  of  speed.  He  was  unable  to  note  its  license  number 
or  color. 

Prime  objects  of  the  manhunt  are  several  out-of-town  hoodlums 
who  police  say  are  members  of  a  crime  ring  that  has  been  seeking  to  break 

R - ’s  hold  on  gambling  activities  in  this  area.  Observers  at  police 

headquarters  today  recalled  that  a  previous  attempt  on  R- - 's  life 

was  made  last  March  as  he  crossed  a  downtown  intersection. 

At  that  time,  a  car  driven  by  a  man  with  a  swarthy  complexion 
swerved  into  the  wrong  traffic  lane  and  knocked  him  down.  It  was  pursued 
by  a  traffic  policeman  who  commandeered  a  passing  car,  but  was  lost  in 
the  maze  of  alleys  near  the  waterfront.  R - ,  treated  for  minor  in¬ 

juries,  is  reported  to  have  told  underworld  intimates  that  he  knew  who 
the  driver  was  but  he  would  take  care  of  things  in  his  own  way.  He  is 
survived  by  his  estranged  wife,  Irma,  and  two  small  children. 

EXERCISE  25 

i.  Translate  each  of  these  headlines  into  a  good ,  clear  declarative 
sentence  that  even  someone  who  never  reads  the  newspapers  could 
understand: 

SUMMIT  PARLEY  ENDS;  U.S.-RUSS  PACT  OFF 
YEGGS  ENTER  GUILTY  PLEA;  COURT  RAPS  D.A. 

SOLONS  BAN  TEACHER  PAY  HIKE;  G.O.P.  CLAIMS  DEMS  IN  DEAL 
COPS  NAB  SLAYING  SUSPECT  AFTER  WILD  CHASE 


“newspaperese’9  •  113 

MAYOR  ORDERS  PROBE  OF  AIDERS  JUNKET;  COUNCIL  ROW  ENDS  IN 
DEADLOCK 

2.  Translate  these  facts  into  attention-getting ,  paper-selling  head¬ 
lines.  Use  no  word  of  more  than  two  syllables ;  select  the  most 
dramatic  verbs  and  nouns  possible. 

A  fire  badly  damaged  a  downtown  department  store,  and  six  firemen 
were  treated  for  smoke  inhalation. 

A  jury  acquitted  a  woman  accused  of  trying  to  poison  her  husband. 
The  United  States  House  of  Representatives  approved  the  biggest  tax' 
bill  since  1956. 

The  President  issued  a  strongly  worded  statement  on  a  current  dis-- 
agreement  with  the  French  government. 

The  Governor  refused  to  intervene  in  the  scheduled  execution  of  the 
murderer  of  a  policeman. 

3.  Comb  current  newspapers  for  examples  of  the  coloring  of  news  by 
newspaperese.  Try  to  find  instances  of  the  use  of  such  words  as 
plot,  hit  (“disapprove  of”),  fear,  flay,  nab,  probe,  vice  ring,  assail, 
menace,  smash,  deadlock,  expose,  edict,  grill,  demand,  block, 
warn,  grab,  storm  (of  protest),  spending  spree,  around  the  clock 
vigil,  love  triangle,  front  (in  nonmilitary  uses),  and  so  on.  Substi¬ 
tute  words  with  less  dramatic  connotation  and  determine  how 
far  each  substitution  affects  the  readers  reaction  to  the  news. 

EXERCISE  24 

1.  Make  a  collection  of  sports-writers'  jargon  from  the  pages  of  your 
local  newspaper— and  don't  neglect  your  campus  paper. 

2.  Translate  the  following  into  sports-page  terminology: 

made  a  successful  shot  (in  basketball) 

to  strike  out 

touchdown 

prevented  the  other  team  from  scoring  by  holding  firm  on  the  two- 
yard  line 

a  close  finish  (in  horse  racing) 
the  coach 

withdrawn  from  the  game 
last  place  in  the  league 
an  outstanding  player 
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EXERCISE  25  (REVIEW) 

The  following  four  versions  of  a  famous  American  speech  illus¬ 
trate,  sometimes  by  obvious  exaggeration,  many  of  the  points  made 
in  the  present  chapter.  For  what  audience  and  what  sort  of  medium 
(oral  delivery,  magazine  article,  etc.)  might  each  have  been  de¬ 
signed?  How  competent  would  you  say  each  writer ,  or  speaker,  is 
in  the  use  of  language?  It  goes  without  saying  that  the  Gettysburg 
Address  as  Lincoln  himself  wrote  it  is  infinitely  superior  to  all  these 
versions.  But  exactly  why?  (This  could  be  the  subject  of  a  good 
essay.) 

1.  Friends,  it  is  now  eighty-seven  years  since  our  beloved  nation  saw 
the  light  of  day.  Behind  it  was  a  new  idea,  the  idea  that  one  man 
is  as  good  as  another  and  every  man  deserves  the  blessings  of  liberty. 

We  are  met  here  today  while  the  war  clouds  hang  heavy  over 
us.  Our  brothers,  husbands,  and  sons  are  giving  their  all  to  defend 
the  sacred  principles  upon  which  our  country  was  founded.  On  this 
solemn  occasion  it  is  our  purpose  to  do  homage  to  them  by  setting 
aside  a  portion  of  the  rolling  countryside  about  us,  in  which  they  were 
recently  locked  in  mortal  combat,  as  a  last  resting  place  for  the  de¬ 
parted  heroes. 

When  we  give  way  to  reflection,  however,  it  becomes  plain  that 
we,  who  have  not  fought  and  bled  here,  are  not  the  ones  to  ‘'dedi¬ 
cate”  this  cemetery.  It  has  already  been  dedicated  by  the  valorous 
warriors  who  clashed  in  fierce  struggle  here  last  July.  Our  program 
today  will  not  go  down  in  the  annals  of  time.  That  honor  is  reserved, 
and  justly  so,  for  the  magnificent  deeds  of  those  soldiers.  Let  us  turn 
our  thoughts  instead  to  the  unfinished  business  remaining  before  us. 
We  must  carry  on,  with  every  ounce  of  determination  at  our  com¬ 
mand,  so  that  the  great  ideals  that  our  fallen  brethren  cherished  in 
their  stout  hearts  shall  be  fulfilled.  Let  us  therefore  partake  of  fresh 
inspiration  from  the  sacrifices  they  have  made.  Let  us  make  a  solemn 
vow  that  their  deaths  were  not  in  vain.  The  finest  monument  we  can 
erect  to  them  will  be  the  triumph  of  the  high  cause  for  which  they  laid 
down  their  lives — the  cause  of  democratic  government.  Then  we  can 
rest  assured  that  they  are  gone  but  not  forgotten. 

2.  The  present  occasion  of  commemoration  and  dedication  is  an  appro¬ 
priate  moment  at  which  to  offer  several  observations.  These  are  as 
follows:  (1)  The  current  state  of  belligerency  between  two  sections 
of  the  nation  is  traceable  to  a  regrettable  divergence  of  opinion  as  to 
whether  the  aforesaid  nation  has  an  indefinite  life  expectancy,  predi¬ 
cated  as  it  is  upon  certain  novel  principles  laid  down  8.7  decades  ago. 
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viz.:  that  all  members  of  the  commonwealth  are  (a)  equal  in  status 
and  (b)  entitled  to  freedom  of  intellect,  expression,  and  action.  (2) 
The  ceremonies  attendant  on  the  allocation,  in  perpetuity,  of  the 
acreage  environing  us  as  a  memorial  to  the  casualties  of  the  late  battle, 
while  they  are  indisputably  honorable  in  intent,  nevertheless  must  not 
detract  attention  from  the  fact  that  the  memorializing  has  already 
been  implemented  by  the  sanguinary  activities  which  occurred  here 
last  July.  (3)  In  view  of  this  circumstance,  it  is  highly  desirable  that 
our  motivations  be  directed  instead  toward  the  finalization  of  the 
procedure  which  is  already  under  way.  (4)  Such  finalization  should 
consist  of  an  intensified  application  to  the  program  for  insuring  the 
future  stability  of  the  nation,  namely,  for  guaranteeing  that  the  princi¬ 
ples  of  liberty  shall  be  resuscitated  and  that  the  concept  of  govern¬ 
ment,  deriving  its  authority  from,  and  operating  through,  the  agency 
and  in  behalf  of  the  best  interests  of  the  constituents  shall  be  indefi¬ 
nitely  preserved. 

3.  IN  MEMORIAM 

Today,  in  the  typically  American  countryside  south  of  Gettysburg, 
Pa.,  a  soldiers’  cemetery  is  being  dedicated. 

Think  what  that  means.  Only  a  few  months  ago,  a  great  battle 
was  fought  there.  A  battle  that  probably  marked  the  fateful  turning- 
point  of  the  war — a  war  fought  to  preserve  a  free  America — an  Amer¬ 
ica  that  owes  its  very  being  to  the  sacrifices  of  our  grandfathers  who 
believed,  as  we  do,  that  all  men  are  brothers. 

The  ceremonies  at  Gettysburg  are  a  fitting  gesture,  but  still  only 
a  gesture.  We  mustn’t  flatter  ourselves  that  they  are  history-making. 
History  has  already  been  made  there,  and  we  can’t  possibly  match  that. 

The  real  dedication  must  take  place  within  ourselves. 

The  soldiers  of  the  Union  Army  have  done  a  wonderful  job.  But 
they  can’t  do  it  all.  We,  who  survive,  must  become,  in  a  sense,  their 
comrades-in-arms. 

Every  patriotic  American  must  take  a  greater  part  in  the  affairs 
that  concern  us  all.  Every  public-spirited  citizen  must  contribute,  in 
the  way  he  is  best  fitted,  to  furthering  the  cause  of  freedom  and 
democracy. 

Join  the  great  crusade — today! 

4.  I  haven’t  checked  these  figures  but  87  years  ago,  I  think  it  was,  a 
number  of  individuals  organized  a  governmental  setup  here  in  this 
country,  I  believe  it  covered  certain  Eastern  areas,  with  this  idea  they 
were  following  up  based  on  a  sort  of  national  independence  arrange¬ 
ment  and  the  program  that  every  individual  is  just  as  good  as  every 
other  individual.  Well,  now,  of  course,  we  are  dealing  with  this  big 
difference  of  opinion,  you  might  almost  call  it  a  civil  disturbance, 
although  I  don’t  like  to  appear  to  take  sides  or  name  any  individuals, 
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and  the  point  is  naturally  to  check  up,  by  actual  experience  in  the 
field,  to  see  whether  any  governmental  setup  with  a  basis  like  the 
one  I  was  mentioning  has  any  validity  and  find  out  whether  that 
dedication  by  those  early  individuals  will  pay  off  in  lasting  values  and 
things  of  that  kind. 

Well,  here  we  are,  at  the  scene  where  one  of  these  disturbances 
between  different  sides  got  going.  We  want  to  pay  our  tribute  to  those 
loved  ones,  those  departed  individuals  who  made  the  supreme  sacrifice 
here  on  the  basis  of  their  opinions  about  how  this  thing  ought  to  be 
handled.  And  I  would  say  this.  It  is  absolutely  in  order  to  do  this. 

But  if  you  look  at  the  over-all  picture  of  this,  we  can’t  pay  any 
tribute — we  can’t  sanctify  this  area,  you  might  say — we  can’t  hallow 
according  to  whatever  individual  creeds  or  faiths  or  sort  of  religious 
outlooks  are  involved  about  this  very  particular  area.  It  was  those  in¬ 
dividuals  themselves,  including  the  enlisted  men,  very  brave  individ¬ 
uals,  who  have  given  this  religious  character  to  the  area.  The  way  I  see 
it,  the  rest  of  the  world  will  not  remember  any  statements  issued  here 
but  it  will  never  forget  how  these  men  put  their  shoulders  to  the 
wheel  and  carried  out  this  idea. 

Now  frankly,  our  job,  the  living  individuals’  job  here,  is  to  pick 
up  the  burden  they  made  these  big  efforts  here  for.  It  is  our  job  to  get 
on  with  the  assignment — and  from  these  deceased  fine  individuals  to 
take  extra  inspiration  for  the  same  theories  for  which  they  made  such 
.a  big  contribution.  We  have  to  make  up  our  minds  right  here  and 
now,  as  I  see  it,  that  they  didn’t  put  out  all  that  blood,  perspiration 
and — well — that  they  didn’t  just  make  a  dry  run  here,  and  that  all  of 
us  here,  under  God,  that  is,  the  God  of  our  choice,  shall  beef  up  this 
idea  about  freedom  and  liberty  and  those  kind  of  arrangements,  and 
that  government  of  all  individuals,  by  all  individuals  and  for  the 
individuals,  shall  not  pass  out  of  the  world-picture. 

EXERCISE  26  (REVIEW) 

In  the  spirit  of  the  preceding  exercise ,  select  a  paragraph  or  two 
from  a  well-known  speech  or  historical  document ,  such  as  the  Dec¬ 
laration  of  Independence ,  the  Bill  of  Rights ,  Patrick  Henry’s  “Give 
me  liberty  or  give  me  death”  speech ,  or  one  of  the  passages  quoted 
In  Exercise  11,  pages  220-222,  and  rewrite  it  in  the  idiom  of  a  particu¬ 
lar  audience— for  example ,  a  convention  of  business  men ,  a  group  of 
teen-agers ,  or  a  company  of  soldiers.  After  you  have  finished  your  new 
version ,  add  an  explanation  of  exactly  what  you  have  done  to  adapt 
the  original  for  its  special  audience. 
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EXERCISE  2  7  (REVIEW) 

Discuss  the  bearing  the  substance  of  each  of  the  following  quo¬ 
tations  has  upon  matters  discussed  in  the  present  chapter ,  and  then 
examine  the  language  for  all  the  clues  it  offers  to  the  personality  and 
intention  of  the  author  and  the  time  when  it  was  written. 

1.  (a)  There  is  a  busybody  on  your  [newspaper]  staff  who  devotes  a 

lot  of  his  time  to  chasing  split  infinitives.  Every  good  literary 
craftsman  splits  his  infinitives  when  the  sense  demands  it.  I  call 
for  the  immediate  dismissal  of  this  pedant.  It  is  of  no  conse¬ 
quence  whether  he  decides  to  go  quickly  or  quickly  to  go  or  to 
quickly  go.  The  important  thing  is  that  he  should  go  at  once, 
(b)  By  the  way,  would  you  convey  my  compliments  to  the  purist 
who  reads  your  proofs  and  tell  him  or  her  that  I  write  in  a  sort 
of  broken-down  patois  which  is  something  like  the  way  a  Swiss 
waiter  talks,  and  that  when  I  split  an  infinitive,  damn  it  all, 
I  split  it  so  it  will  stay  split,  and  when  I  interrupt  the  velvety 
smoothness  of  my  more  or  less  literate  syntax  with  a  few  sudden 
words  of  barroom  vernacular,  this  is  done  with  the  eyes  wide 
open  and  the  mind  relaxed  but  attentive.  The  method  may  not 
be  perfect,  but  it  is  all  I  have. 

2.  Do  but  take  care  to  express  yourself  in  a  plain,  easy  manner, 
in  well-chosen,  significant,  and  decent  terms,  and  to  give  an 
harmonious  and  pleasing  turn  to  your  periods;  study  to  explain 
your  thoughts,  and  set  them  in  the  truest  light,  labouring,  as 
much  as  possible,  not  to  leave  them  dark  nor  intricate,  but  clear 
and  intelligible. 

1.  How  can  an  answer  in  physics  or  a  translation  from  the  French 

or  an  historical  statement  be  called  correct  if  the  phrasing  is 
loose  or  the  key  word  wrong?  Students  argue  that  the  reader 
of  the  paper  knows  perfectly  well  what  is  meant.  Probably  so, 
but  a  written  exercise  is  designed  to  be  read;  it  is  not  supposed 
to  be  a  challenge  to  clairvoyance.  My  Italian-born  tailor  periodi¬ 
cally  sends  me  a  postcard  which  runs:  “Your  clothes  is  ready  and 
should  come  down  for  a  fitting/’  I  understand  him,  but  the  art  I 
honor  him  for  is  cutting  cloth,  not  precision  of  utterance. 

4.  As  soon  as  certain  topics  are  raised,  the  concrete  melts  into  the 

abstract  and  no  one  seems  able  to  think  of  turns  of  speech  that 
are  not  hackneyed:  prose  consists  less  and  less  of  words  chosen 
for  the  sake  of  their  meaning,  and  more  and  more  of  phrases 
tacked  together  like  the  sections  of  a  prefabricated  hen-house. 
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5.  Too  startling  words,  .  .  .  too  just  images,  too  great  displays  of 
cleverness  are  apt  in  the  long  run  to  be  as  fatiguing  as  the  most 
overused  words  or  the  most  jog-trot  cadences.  That  a  face  re¬ 
sembles  a  Dutch  clock  has  been  said  too  often;  to  say  that  it 
resembles  a  ham  is  inexact  and  conveys  nothing;  to  say  that  it 
has  the  mournfulness  of  an  old  smashed-in  meat  tin,  cast  away 
on  a  waste  building  lot,  would  be  smart — but  too  much  of  that 
sort  of  thing  would  become  a  nuisance. 

6.  Every  man  speaks  and  writes  with  intent  to  be  understood;  and 
it  can  seldom  happen  but  he  that  understands  himself  might 
convey  his  notions  to  another,  if,  content  to  be  understood,  he 
did  not  seek  to  be  admired;  but  when  once  he  begins  to  contrive 
how  his  sentiments  may  be  received,  not  with  most  ease  to  his 
reader,  but  with  most  advantage  to  himself,  he  then  transfers  his 
consideration  from  words  to  sounds,  from  sentences  to  periods, 
and  as  he  grows  more  elegant  becomes  less  intelligible. 

It  is  difficult  to  enumerate  every  species  of  authors  whose 
labors  counteract  themselves:  the  man  of  exuberance  and  copi¬ 
ousness,  who  diffuses  every  thought  through  so  many  diversities 
of  expression,  that  it  is  lost  like  water  in  a  mist;  the  ponderous 
dictator  of  sentences,  whose  notions  are  delivered  in  the  lump, 
and  are,  like  uncoined  bullion,  of  more  weight  than  use;  the 
liberal  illustrator,  who  shows  by  examples  and  comparisons  what 
was  clearly  seen  when  it  was  first  proposed;  and  the  stately  son 
of  demonstration,  who  proves  with  mathematical  formality  what 
no  man  has  yet  pretended  to  doubt. 

There  is  a  mode  of  style  for  which  I  know  not  that  the 
masters  of  oratory  have  yet  found  a  name;  a  style  by  which  the 
most  evident  truths  are  so  obscured  that  they  can  no  longer  be 
perceived,  and  the  most  familiar  propositions  so  disguised  that 
they  cannot  be  known.  Every  other  kind  of  eloquence  is  the 
dress  of  sense;  but  this  is  the  mask  by  which  a  true  master  of  his 
art  will  so  effectually  conceal  it,  that  a  man  will  as  easily  mistake 
his  own  positions,  if  he  meets  them  thus  transformed,  as  he  may 
pass  in  a  masquerade  his  nearest  acquaintance.  This  style  may 
be  called  the  terrific,  for  its  chief  intention  is  to  terrify  and 
amaze;  it  may  be  termed  the  repulsive ,  for  its  natural  effect  is  to 
drive  away  the  reader;  or  it  may  be  distinguished,  in  plain  Eng¬ 
lish,  by  the  denomination  of  the  bugbear  style,  for  it  has  more 
terror  than  danger,  and  will  appear  less  formidable  as  it  is  more 
nearly  approached. 

7.  It  is  a  natural,  simple,  and  unaffected  speech  that  I  love,  so 
written  as  it  is  spoken,  and  such  upon  the  paper  as  it  is  in  the 
mouth,  a  pithy,  sinewy,  full,  strong,  compendious  and  material 
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speech,  not  so  delicate  and  affected  as  vehement  and  piercing. 
Rather  difficult  than  tedious,  void  of  affection,  free,  loose,  and 
bold,  that  eveiy  member  of  it  seems  to  make  a  body;  not  pedan- 
tical,  nor  friarlike,  nor  lawyerlike,  but  rather  downright,  soldier¬ 
like. 

Words  are  like  leaves;  and  where  they  most  abound, 

Much  fruit  of  sense  beneath  is  rarely  found. 

False  eloquence,  like  the  prismatic  glass, 

Its  gaudy  colors  spreads  on  ev’ry  place; 

The  face  of  nature  we  no  more  survey: 

All  glares  alike,  without  distinction  gay. 

But  true  expression,  like  th’  unchanging  sun, 

Clears  and  improves  whatever  it  shines  upon; 

It  gilds  all  objects,  but  it  alters  none. 

Expression  is  the  dress  of  thought,  and  still 
Appears  more  decent  as  more  suitable; 

A  vile  conceit  in  pompous  words  expressed 
Is  like  a  clown  in  regal  purple  dressed; 

For  different  styles  with  diffrent  subjects  sort, 

As  several  garbs  with  country,  town,  and  court. 

Some  by  old  words  to  fame  have  made  pretense, 

Ancients  in  phrase,  mere  moderns  in  their  sense; 

Such  labored  nothings,  in  so  strange  a  style, 

Amaze  th’  unlearn’d,  and  make  the  learned  smile. 
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Even  when  language  is  not  colored  by  connotative  words  or  by 
other  specially  selected  devices,  people  may  be  misled  into  believ¬ 
ing  what  is  not  true— by  failing  to  detect  the  faulty  reasoning  that 
lies  behind  a  statement.  Our  minds,  the  minds  of  even  the  best  of 
us,  are  filled  with  half-truths,  superstitions,  falsehoods,  and  prejudices 
because  we  have  not  taken  the  time  to  search  for  the  errors  in  logic 
by  which  one  idea  (which  may  or  may  not  be  true  in  itself)  is  falsely 
assumed  to  lead  to  another.  In  the  first  part  of  this  chapter,  we  shall 
look  at  some  of  the  more  common  types  of  unsound  thinking,  and 
at  some  devices  of  critical  thinking  which  enable  us  to  discover  the 
hidden  weak  link  in  a  simple  chain  of  reasoning.  Then  we  shall  devote 
some  space  to  the  ways  in  which  writers  and  speakers  evade  logic 
altogether.  Finally,  we  shall  briefly  consider  two  other  frequent 
sources  of  error— the  confusion  of  objectivity  and  subjectivity,  and 
the  failure  to  evaluate  the  source  of  our  information. 

Since  this  book  is  used  in  English  courses,  not  courses  in  logic, 
and  since  only  a  very  limited  amount  of  space  can  be  devoted  to  the 
topic,  the  following  discussion  will  be  confined  to  very  simple  exam¬ 
ples  and  to  a  selected  few  of  the  processes  of  clear  thinking  which 
are  most  commonly  encountered  in  everyday  situations.  It  must  be 
understood  that  many  of  the  broad  statements  made  in  this  chapter 
actually  should  be  hedged  with  many  qualifications;  in  a  treatment 
so  short  as  this  must  be,  a  certain  amount  of  oversimplification  is 
unavoidable.  But  at  least  we  can  develop,  in  outline,  a  few  basic 
logical  criteria,  and  what  you  learn  now  you  will  not  have  to  unlearn 
if  you  later  take  a  formal  course  in  logic. 

As  we  said  in  the  foreword,  this  book  would  be  of  little  use  if 
it  led  you  merely  to  substitute  an  attitude  of  habitual  disbelief  for 
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one  of  uncritical  belief.  It  is  probably  just  as  easy  to  believe  nothing; 
as  it  is  to  believe  everything.  It  is  harder,  but  in  the  long  run  infinitely 
more  satisfying,  to  separate  the  true  from  the  false— to  detect  opin¬ 
ions  masquerading  as  facts,  as  well  as  half-truths  and  distortions  of 
the  truth.  The  practiced  reader,  while  he  always  remains  alert  for 
these  evidences  of  careless  or  deliberately  abused  logic,  discovers  that 
plenty  of  truth  remains  in  the  world;  there  is  no  dearth  of  things  for 
him  to  believe,  or  to  believe  in.  But  he  finds  an  astringent  pleasure 
in  his  cultivated  awareness  of  deception;  the  quick  detection  of  error 
and  the  equally  quick  recognition  of  truth  become  not  only  an  in¬ 
exhaustibly  rewarding  game  but  also  an  abiding  evidence  that  he 
sees  life  with  clear  eyes.  In  short,  the  practice  which  the  ensuing 
pages  will  afford  you  in  the  art  of  distinguishing  a  valid  inference 
from  an  invalid  one,  an  authoritative  statement  from  a  groundless 
one,  can  justifiably  bolster  your  confidence  in  yourself.  It  can  make 
you  consciously  more  mature,  more  adult,  in  your  mental  processes. 

Among  other  matters,  logic  is  concerned  with  the  way  our 
thought  moves  from  assumption (s)  to  a  conclusion.  If  we  assume 
A  to  be  true,  under  what  conditions  can  we  say  that  B  necessarily 
follows?  This  basic  problem  of  reasoning  will  be  the  topic  of  much 
of  the  present  chapter.  First,  however,  we  must  define  some  terms 
and  make  some  distinctions. 

Any  sequence  of  assumptions  (that  is,  premises)  and  conclusion 
is  called  an  inference  or  an  argument. 

An  inference  can  be  either  valid  or  invalid.  In  a  valid  inference, 
certain  premises  which,  for  the  sake  of  the  discussion,  are  accepted 
as  true,  produce  a  conclusion  which  in  turn  must  be  true.  In  other 
words,  Statement  1  plus  Statement  2  must  produce  Statement  3. 
“Validity”  therefore  refers  to  the  relationship  between  premises  and 
conclusion— to  the  process  of  reasoning— rather  than  to  the  actual 
truth  of  the  statements. 

An  inference  can  also  be  either  sound  or  unsound.  To  be  sound, 
it  must  be  valid,  and  in  addition  be  based  upon  premises  which  are 
actually  (not  merely  assumed  to  be)  true.  The  difference  between 
validity  and  soundness  is  essentially  what  is  implied  when  we  say 
that  “something  is  good  in  theory”  (it  is  valid)  but  that  it  wouldn’t 
stand  up  under  real-life  conditions  (it  is  unsound).  Or,  to  put  it  in 
another  way,  a  building  with  all  its  girders  precisely  fitting  and  rigidly 
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welded  into  place  is  like  a  valid  inference  (it  is  built  according  to  all 
the  rules);  but,  like  a  building,  an  inference  can  be  sound  only  if  its 
premises— the  girders— are  themselves  without  flaw. 

This  inference  is  valid: 

All  winged  things  can  fly.  ( Premise ) 

All  pigs  have  wings.  ( Premise ) 

All  pigs  can  fly.  ( Conclusion ) 

But,  for  fairly  obvious  reasons  (how  many?),  the  inference  is  unsound 
and  the  conclusion  false.  On  the  other  hand: 

All  Protestants  are  Christians.  ( Premise ) 

All  Methodists  are  Protestants.  ( Premise ) 

All  Methodists  are  Christians.  ( Conclusion ) 

The  inference  has  the  same  structural  validity  as  the  preceding  one, 
but  in  addition,  it  is  sound,  because  the  premises  are  true. 

There  are  two  kinds  of  reasoning,  the  inductive  and  the  deduc¬ 
tive.  In  common  usage,  supported  by  definitions  in  current  dic¬ 
tionaries,  an  inductive  inference  is  thought  of  as  beginning  with 
particular  facts  and  proceeding  to  larger,  general  statements  (from 
the  part  to  the  whole),  while  a  deductive  inference  begins  with 
general  statements  and  proceeds  to  particular  facts  (from  the  whole 
to  the  part).*  This  is  the  distinction  which  we  shall  assume  in  the 
discussion  that  follows. 


Inductive  Reasoning 

Inductive  reasoning  takes  two  major  forms,  each  of  which  we  shall 
look  at  in  turn.  One  has  to  do  with  the  gathering  of  data  in  an 
attempt  to  draw  a  general  conclusion  from  many  bits  of  related 
evidence;  the  other  concerns  the  setting  up  and  testing  of  hypotheses. 
Both  forms  of  induction  often  occur  in  the  course  of  a  single  inquiry, 
especially  in  the  sciences. 

*  Present-day  logicians,  however,  prefer  to  differentiate  between  the  two 
according  to  the  degree  of  certainty  with  which  the  conclusion  can  be  stated.  An 
"inductively  valid”  argument  involves  a  conclusion  which,  given  the  truth  of  the 
premises,  one  can  reasonably  accept  as  true,  although  it  is  not  necessarily  true. 
But  a  "deductively  valid”  argument  permits  no  such  latitude.  If  the  premises  are 
true,  the  conclusion  must  without  exception  be  true. 
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1.  The  gathering  of  evidence.  What  is  the  difference  in  college 
aptitude-test  scores  between  high-school  girls  and  high-school  boys? 
Is  there  any  discernible  pattern  in  the  recurrence  of  business  depres¬ 
sions?  What  is  the  cure  for  multiple  sclerosis?  What  is  the  relation¬ 
ship  between  family  income  and  the  divorce  rate?  How  can  accidents 
be  reduced  on  superhighways?  Which  species,  of  the  various  animals 
suitable  for  laboratory  purposes,  reproduces  most  rapidly?  The  pri¬ 
mary  way  to  settle  such  questions  is  to  collect  and  analyze  all  the 
available  evidence  which  bears  on  the  point  at  issue.  When  the 
results  are  sorted  out  and  interpreted,  a  clear-cut  answer  may  result. 
A  certain  drug,  it  may  turn  out,  actually  cures  multiple  sclerosis  in 
a  significant  number  of  cases,  while  various  alternative  treatments 
fail.  On  the  other  hand,  some  results  may  not  be  clear-cut.  The 
accumulated  records  of  tests  may  show  little  difference  between  the 
aptitude-test  scores  of  girls  and  boys,  and  engineering  surveys  and 
actual  experience  may  suggest  four  or  five  equally  effective  ways  of 
reducing  accidents  on  superhighways. 

We  are  forever  performing  such  inductions  in  our  daily  lives. 
Unconsciously,  in  most  cases,  our  minds  formulate  questions,  and 
our  experience  gradually  answers  them.  After  a  few  instructive  inci¬ 
dents  we  learn  that  an  electric  light  bulb  which  has  been  burning 
for  an  hour  is  hot,  and  that  it  would  be  wise  for  us  to  wait  a  little 
before  trying  to  replace  it  with  another.  In  a  similar  way  we  learn 
that,  unless  the  power  has  been  off,  the  contents  of  a  frozen-food 
locker  may  be  depended  upon  to  be  both  cold  and  hard,  and  that  a 
badly  written  essay  for  an  English  class  is  not  likely  to  win  a  good 
grade.  Furthermore,  the  results  of  such  inductions  on  the  part  of 
other  people  are  constantly  being  brought  to  our  attention  in  print  or 
by  the  spoken  word.  We  are,  naturally,  expected  to  believe  those 
generalizations.  But  should  we? 

Two  dangers  are  ever-present  in  generalizations.  One  is  that  of 
unconscious  or  deliberate  exaggeration;  the  other  is  that  of  insufficient 
or  weighted  evidence. 

When  we  generalize  from  our  own  experience  we  often  go 
further  than  we  are  entitled  to.  Instead  of  reminding  ourselves  of 
what  is  actually  the  truth  according  to  our  own  observation  (“quite 
often,  heavy  black  clouds  in  the  west  mean  a  thunderstorm  is  com¬ 
ing”),  we  prefer  a  sweeping  generalization.  “Those  black  clouds  in 
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the  west  mean  we’re  in  for  a  bad  storm/’  we  say,  implying  that  black 
clouds  in  the  west  invariably  foretell  a  bad  storm.  We  save  ourselves 
mental  exertion  when  we  take  the  short  cut  of  assuming  that  a  cer¬ 
tain  generalization  always  is  true,  whereas  the  fact  is  that  it  is  only 
usually  so.  When  we  make  statements  of  general  fact  to  ourselves  or 
to  our  friends,  we  tend  to  plane  off  the  qualifying  words  usually, 
nearly  all ,  few,  seldom  ...  so  as  to  have  a  shining  surface  which  says 
(or  implies)  always,  all ,  only ,  never.  .  .  . 

If  we  keep  aware  of  this  human  shortcoming  in  ourselves,  we 
shall  constantly  discover  that  the  sweeping  "truths”  which  others 
express  every  day  in  print  or  in  speech  actually  are  not  as  all-embracing 
as  they  seem.  There  are  comparatively  few  generalizations  which 
always  hold  true.  Most  of  those  which  are  incontestably  true  (so  far 
as  all  the  evidence  suggests)  are  found  in  the  realm  of  physical  sci¬ 
ence.  Men  are  mammals,  trees  have  roots,  steel  buildings  conduct 
static  electricity,  magnesium  burns  with  an  intense  white  flame, 
human  beings  have  a  glandular  system,  light  travels  at  a  speed  of 
186,300  miles  a  second,  and  carbon  monoxide  gas,  if  inhaled  in  a 
specified  quantity,  is  fatal.  In  all  recorded  history,  with  its  billions  of 
individual  men,  each  offering  the  possibility  of  an  exception,  there 
has  been  no  instance  of  a  human  not  conforming  to  the  definition 
of  mammal  which  scientists  have  set  up.  Similarly,  of  all  the  millions 
and  billions  of  trees  men  have  actually  observed,  not  one  has  been 
discovered  that  lacked  roots.  Although  theoretically  there  is  always 
the  possibility  of  an  exception,  the  odds  against  it  are  so  astronomi¬ 
cally  large  that  we  are  justified  in  saying  that  every  tree  must  have 
roots.  There  have  been  fewer  steel  buildings  to  observe  and  draw 
conclusions  from,  but  the  number  is  still  great  enough  for  us  to  be 
able  to  make  a  sound  generalization  as  to  their  electrical  conductivity. 

Hence  the  confidence  with  which  one  may  assert  that  (in  the 
absence  of  a  single  known  exception)  a  given  statement  is  always 
true  depends  on  the  number  of  instances  observed.  For  example,  any 
statement  which  a  marine  biologist  makes  about  the  habits  of  a 
certain  deep-sea  fish  must  be  tentative.  While  all  examples  of  this 
fish  that  have  been  studied  have  behaved  in  the  same  way,  the  scien¬ 
tist  has  not  been  able  to  study  enough  examples  to  be  fairly  certain 
that  there  are  no  exceptions. 

The  first  test  to  apply  to  a  generalization,  therefore,  is  this:  If  the 
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speaker  or  writer  uses  such  a  sweeping  word  as  a  11  or  always  or  never, 
is  he  justified  in  doing  so?  Are  there  really  no  exceptions  to  his  state¬ 
ment?  And  if  he  does  not  explicitly  use  all,  always,  never  .  .  .  are  those 
words  implied?  If  they  are,  we  must  return  to  the  same  question:  Is 
he  justified  in  implying  that  there  are,  and  can  be,  no  exceptions? 

But  even  if  the  generalization  is  hedged  with  what  seem  to  be 
sufficiently  cautious  qualifications,  its  truth  is  still  to  be  demonstrated. 
Often  a  reader  is  thrown  off  guard  by  a  writer’s  willingness  to  con¬ 
cede  the  possibility  of  exceptions,  which  suggests  that  he  is  a  careful, 
sober,  scientific-minded  person,  unwilling  to  sacrifice  truth  for  the 
sake  of  his  argument.  Granting  that  such  caution  may  be  a  good  sign, 
we  are  still  entitled  to  ask  whether  his  generalization  holds  true  even 
in  as  many  cases  as  he  claims.  Suppose  he  says  “usually”:  might  he 
really  mean  only  “some  of  the  time”?  Suppose  he  says  “very  few”: 
might  he  really  mean  only  “less  than  half”?  The  reader  has  a  perfect 
right  to  demand  more  specific  language— proportions,  percentages, 
rather  than  elastic  terms  that  may  mean  one  thing  to  the  writer  and 
another  to  the  reader. 

Having  considered  the  possibility  of  exaggeration  for  rhetorical 
effect,  the  critical  reader’s  next  job  is  to  find  out  just  what  evidence 
lies  behind  a  general  statement.  To  be  sound,  a  generalization  must 
be  based  upon  a  sufficiently  large  number  of  pertinent  instances,  and 
those  instances  must  provide  as  accurate  a  cross  section  as  it  is  possi¬ 
ble  to  obtain. 

Take  the  question  of  whether  or  not  fraternity  members  are 
better  students  than  men  who  do  not  belong  to  fraternities.  A  college 
professor  may  say  that  “fraternity  members  definitely  are  better  stu¬ 
dents  than  nonmembers.”  What  he  means  is  that  in  his  necessarily 
limited  experience,  and  to  his  perhaps  biased  mind,  fraternity  mem¬ 
bers  have  proved  better  “teaching  material”  (however  he  may  define 
the  term)  than  nonmembers.  Such  a  judgment  must  be  regarded 
as  an  expression  solely  of  personal  opinion,  being  subjective  and 
based  on  far  too  few  instances.  But  now  let  us  say  that  the  dean  of 
the  institution,  which  is  an  engineering  college,  issues  a  statistical 
report  which  shows  that  for  the  year  just  ended,  the  fraternity  mem¬ 
bers’  average*  (on  a  4.0  basis)  was  2.756,  while  the  nonmembers' 
average  was  2.447.  The  student  body  of  the  college  includes  967 

*  I.e.,  arithmetical  mean.  See  below,  pp.  127-128. 
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fraternity  members  and  1,082  nonmembers.  Such  a  report  is  of  more 
value  than  the  professor’s,  but  its  value  is  still  limited,  because,  while 
it  is  based  on  objective  statistics,  the  cases  are  few  in  comparison 
with  the  total  number  of  men  in  colleges  throughout  the  country. 
The  dean  says  only,  in  effect,  that  in  his  college ,  the  fraternity  mem¬ 
bers  during  the  past  year  proved  to  be  somewhat  better  students  than 
the  rest.  But  this  may  not  be  true  elsewhere;  the  experience  of  a 
single  college  cannot  be  blown  up  into  a  generalization  covering  all 
the  colleges  of  the  country. 

Suppose,  however,  that  some  ambitious  research  worker  assem¬ 
bled  reports  from  fifty  institutions  of  every  description,  from  small 
liberal  arts  colleges  to  great  universities,  and  geographically  scattered 
from  Maine  to  California.  His  only  aim  in  selecting  Idiose  fifty  in¬ 
stitutions  has  been  to  get  as  wide  a  sampling  as  possible  of  all  Ameri¬ 
can  colleges  which  have  male  students  and  fraternities.  He  emerges 
with  a  report  showing  that  in  these  fifty  institutions,  with  a  total  of 
56,980  fraternity  members  and  47,805  nonmembers,  the  fraternity 
men’s  average  in  grades  for  the  year  was  some  1 5  percent  higher  than 
that  of  the  nonmembers.  Now,  at  last,  even  though  we  may  question 
whether  those  who  get  higher  grades  are  necessarily  better  students, 
we  have  some  justification  for  the  professor’s  general  statement.  It 
is  based  on  a  sufficient  number  of  examples,  which  are  widely  repre¬ 
sentative  of  the  country’s  institutions  of  higher  learning.  If  the  re¬ 
search  worker  were  to  analyze  the  records  of  fifty  more  institutions, 
the  likelihood  would  be  that  his  new  results  would  closely  approxi¬ 
mate  the  first  ones. 

This  principle  of  statistical  caution  is  further  illustrated  by  the 
operation  of  the  most  responsible  of  public-opinion  polls  and  of  sur¬ 
veys  to  determine  consumers’  buying  habits  and  brand  preferences  or 
the  popularity  of  television  programs.  Public-opinion  surveys  in  partic¬ 
ular  go  to  elaborate  lengths  to  interview  a  number  of  persons  sufficient, 
they  feel,  to  permit  generalization,  and  to  distribute  their  interviews 
among  various  sections  of  the  country  and  among  various  income 
groups,  occupations,  and  educational  levels,  so  that  they  will  have 
a  reasonably  true  cross  section  of  “the  American  public.”  A  gen¬ 
eralization  on  the  state  of  national  feeling  on  whether  the  United 
States  should  renounce  a  portion  of  its  national  sovereignty  in  favor 
of  an  international  federation  would  be  worthless  if  it  were  based 
solely  on  interviews  with,  let  us  say,  fifty  students  at  New  York  Uni- 
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versity.  Obviously  the  cases  are  insufficient,  and  they  do  not  represent 
a  true  cross  section  of  the  whole  country.  But  a  generalization  based 
on  interviews  with,  in  addition,  fifty  Iowa  farmers,  fifty  Atlanta 
housewives,  fifty  day  laborers  in  Kansas  City,  fifty  Los  Angeles  bus 
drivers,  and  fifty  Chicago  bankers,  would  have  more  significance. 
There  would  be  more  cases,  and  those  cases  would  include  men  and 
women  drawn  from  various  sections  of  the  country  and  various  walks 
of  life.  It  would  be  even  better  to  sample  various  occupations  and 
income  groups  in  each  locality,  interviewing  students,  farmers,  house¬ 
wives,  laborers,  bus  drivers,  and  bankers  in  Iowa,  the  same  number, 
similarly  distributed,  in  the  vicinity  of  Atlanta,  and  so  on. 

General  statements  containing  or  implying  such  phrases  as  tends 
to,  majority ,  most ,  as  a  group  .  .  .  should,  therefore,  be  examined  no 
less  critically  than  those  which  contain  or  imply  the  categorical  all, 
every,  only ,  never,  always.  ...  To  assert  that  something  is  true  in  a 
majority  of  instances  requires  as  much  carefully  gathered  and  evalu¬ 
ated  evidence  as  to  say  that  it  is  (as  far  as  can  be  determined)  always 
true. 

Another  familiar  class  of  generalizations  that  are  boobytraps  for 
the  unwary  involves  terms  like  average,  normal,  and  typical.  Just  what 
is  meant  by  "the  typical  homeowner/7  "the  normal  American  female/7 
"the  average  rural  family77— or  by  phrases  that  attempt  to  generalize 
about  a  large  group  by  referring  to  an  imaginary  individual  like  "the 
French  voter77  or  "the  British  workingman77?  What  is  meant  by  "the 
typical  housewife77  who  is  more  attracted  by  one  kind  of  package 
than  by  another  when  she  pauses  at  a  certain  supermarket  shelf?  Of 
what  is  she  "typical77?  How  many  housewives  do  not  conform  to  the 
specified  pattern  of  behavior?  Or  take  "the  French  voter77:  we  can 
be  sure  that  he  is  French  and  that  he  votes,  but  beyond  that,  any 
statement  concerning  his  attitudes,  motivations,  and  habits  as  a  voter 
must  be  heavily  qualified.  Some  Frenchmen  vote  for  such-and-such 
a  party  for  such-and-such  reasons,  but  other  Frenchmen  vote  for 
other  parties  for  other  reasons.  The  pitfall  here  is  the  assumption  that 
the  large  group  "represented77  by  an  individual  is  homogeneous — 
everybody  thinking  and  acting  alike  in  certain  respects— whereas  the 
truth  is  that  it  is  composed  of  hundreds  or  thousands  or  millions  of 
individuals  who  can  seldom  be  lumped  together  in  a  sweeping  gen¬ 
eralization. 

Like  typical ,  the  word  average,  so  constantly  used  in  asserting 
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the  “truth’'  of  a  matter,  requires  precise  definition  before  the  state¬ 
ment  can  be  evaluated.  It  can  refer  to  any  of  four  things:  (1)  the 
arithmetical  mean ,  which  is  produced  by  adding  up  all  the  figures 
in  a  group  and  dividing  by  the  number  of  figures  there  are;  (2)  the 
simple  mean,  which  is  the  halfway  point  between  the  extremes;  (3) 
the  median,  which  is  the  middle  number  in  a  series;  and  (4)  the 
mode,  which  is  the  figure  most  common  in  the  series.  Suppose  that 
in  a  group  of  twenty-one  candidates,  the  grades  on  a  civil  service 
examination  are  95,  92,  90,  88,  84,  84,  84,  84,  83,  80,  76,  76,  75,  70, 
69,  60,  58,  53,  50,  42,  and  40.  The  arithmetical  mean  is  73,  the  simple 
mean  is  67.5,  the  median  is  76,  and  the  mode  is  84.  The  “average” 
of  the  group  therefore  may  be  73,  67.5,  76,  or  84,  depending  on  how 
you  figure— or  what  you  want  to  prove. 

Since  statistics  are  so  widely  used  nowadays  to  support  or  clinch 
an  argument,  it  always  pays  to  be  alert  not  only  for  insufficient  or 
weighted  samplings  and  elastic  terminology  but  also  for  hidden  quali¬ 
fications.  On  each  holiday  week  end,  the  National  Safety  Council 
gives  wide  publicity  to  the  “mounting  highway  death  toll.”  These 
casualty  figures— 300,  400,  or  even  more— are  misleading,  because 
they  silently  include  deaths  that  might  have  occurred,  holiday  or  no 
holiday.  If,  say,  an  average  (i.e.,  arithmetical  mean)  of  150  people 
in  the  United  States  are  killed  in  automobile  accidents  on  an  ordinary 
week  end,  then  the  much-publicized  “Labor  Day  slaughter”  of  450, 
bad  though  it  may  be,  is  exaggerated.  A  third  of  that  number  may 
have  been  marked  for  death  anyway. 

Two  other  common  sources  of  error  in  the  interpretation  of  sta¬ 
tistics  are  the  lack  of  uniformity  between  two  or  more  sets  offered 
for  comparison  and  the  confusion  of  absolute  figures  with  rates. 
Thirty  years  ago,  for  instance,  each  police  department  had  its  own 
pet  way  of  defining  and  classifying  crimes,  and  some  departments 
contributed  their  data  to  a  central  agency  while  others  did  not. 
Consequently,  figures  purporting  to  give  the  totals  and  breakdowns 
for  American  criminal  activity  in  the  1920s  were  both  inconsistent 
and  incomplete.  Later,  however,  the  FBI  set  up  a  uniform  code  for 
classifying  crimes,  and  most,  if  not  all,  state  and  local  law-enforcement 
agencies  now  report  their  data,  arranged  according  to  this  system,  to 
Washington.  Hence  a  comparison  of  figures  for  the  past  year  with 
those  for,  say,  1928  can  provide  only  a  rough  idea  of  the  degree  to 
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which  crime  has  increased  or  decreased  in  that  period.  And  even  if 
the  two  sets  of  statistics  were  based  on  the  same  system  and  derived 
from  an  equal  number  of  sources,  one  would  have  to  distinguish  care¬ 
fully  between  absolute  figures  and  rates.  Simple  totals,  especially 
when  used  to  show  trends  over  a  certain  period,  can  be  very  mislead¬ 
ing,  because  the  American  population  has  increased  so  fast  in  recent 
years.  An  alarmist  may  “prove”  that  our  national  morality  is  degen¬ 
erating  by  pointing  to  the  swelling  number  of  violent  crimes,  year  by 
year;  but  in  view  of  the  great  growth  of  population,  this  is  only  to  be 
expected— unless  the  country  were  suddenly  afflicted  with  contagious 
virtue.  But  if  it  were  shown  that  the  number  of  crimes  per  100,000 
population  had  steeply  risen,  the  argument  would  be  better  supported. 
Often,  therefore,  absolute  figures  can  be,  and  are,  used  to  distort  the 
actual  state  of  affairs.  Statistics  showing  ratios  are,  on  the  whole, 
safer  indications  of  both  trends  and  immediate  situations.  But  even 
they  can  be  manipulated  to  suit  the  purposes  of  their  users,  and  the 
reader  must  examine  the  deck  carefully  for  possible  jokers. 

2.  The  testing  of  hypotheses.  When  an  investigator  sets  up  a 
hypothesis,  he  in  effect  frames  a  certain  statement  that  he  tentatively 
accepts  as  true,  and  then  seeks  to  test  it,  in  order  to  discover  what 
grounds  there  may  be  for  accepting  it.  “Supposing,  for  the  sake  of 
argument,”  he  says,  “that  such-and-such  is  true,  what  would  be  the 
logical  consequences  of  its  being  true?”  Having  made  a  list  of  them, 
he  proceeds  to  see  if  those  consequences  do  exist.  If  they  do— and  if 
he  knows  of  no  more  plausible  explanation  for  them— he  decides  that 
his  hypothesis  is  correct.  This  method  is  used  everywhere  in  the 
experimental  sciences. 

A  chemist  in  a  paper  mill  is  asked  to  find  out  why  a  recent  batch 
of  the  milks  product  has  not  stood  up  to  routine  tests.  Analyzing 
a  sample  of  the  rejected  material,  he  discovers  that  it  possesses  several 
irregular  characteristics,  which  we  shall  call  A,  B,  and  C.  His  training 
and  experience  tell  him  that  these  irregularities  can  be  produced  by 
a  slip-up  somewhere  in  the  manufacturing  process;  but  he  knows  also 
that  those  same  irregularities  can  be  caused  by  one  or  more  defective 
ingredients.  In  addition,  he  knows  that  if  he  treats  the  samples  with 
a  certain  solution,  either  no  change  will  occur  in  their  chemical  quali¬ 
ties,  which  will  prove  that  the  manufacturing  process  is  at  fault,  or 
new  characteristics — any  or  all  of  D,  E.  or  F— will  appear,  in  which 
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case  the  villain  will  prove  to  be  one  of  the  ingredients.  The  chemist 
suspects  that  the  former  is  the  more  likely  hypothesis.  He  treats  the 
samples  with  the  appropriate  solution,  expecting  that  nothing  will 
happen.  Instead,  the  samples  develop  traces  of  D  and  E,  though  not 
of  F.  The  appearance  of  D  and  E  eliminates  the  production  method 
as  the  source  of  the  trouble  and  thus  forces  the  chemist  to  reject  his 
first  hypothesis  and  to  focus  attention  instead  upon  the  ingredients. 
But  which  ingredient  is  defective?  Or  is  more  than  one  defective?  He 
proceeds  to  another  series  of  tests,  with  the  hypothesis  that  Ingredient 
1  is  more  probably  at  fault  than  Ingredient  2,  and  in  such  a  manner 
he  steadily  narrows  down  the  possibilities  until  he  reaches  the  only 
answer  consistent  with  all  the  facts. 

The  chemist  reasoned  out  what  had  to  be,  in  theory,  the  possible 
consequences  of  a  hypothesis,  and  then  compared  the  observable 
facts  with  the  expected  ones.  If  the  facts  had  all  jibed  with  his  first 
expectation— namely,  that  the  production  routine  had  a  bug  in  it — 
they  would  have  confirmed  the  original  hypothesis.  But  since  the 
facts— the  results  of  the  second  chemical  test— were  at  odds  with 
those  required  by  the  hypothesis,  it  had  to  be  discarded  and  a  new 
one  substituted  and  duly  tested. 

It  is  always  essential  to  remember  that  plenty  of  occurrences 
(a  peculiar  tint  in  the  sky,  insomnia,  the  failure  of  an  air-conditioning 
unit,  the  outbreak  of  a  war)  can  have  more  than  one  cause.  This 
point,  as  well  as  the  way  in  which  hypotheses  can  be  verified,  was 
memorably  illustrated  in  1954-1955,  when  Dr.  Jonas  Salk,  building 
upon  the  results  of  many  previous  experiments,  developed  a  vaccine 
which  proved  capable  of  preventing  polio  in  monkeys.  The  question 
was,  Would  the  vaccine  work  the  same  way  in  human  beings?  To 
find  out,  during  1954  hundreds  of  thousands  of  school  children  were 
given  the  vaccine,  while  a  comparable  number  received  shots  of  an 
inactive  substance.  Follow-ups  showed  that  the  children  who  got  the 
vaccine  were  less  likely  to  contract  polio  than  those  in  the  “control” 
group.  The  conclusion  was  that  the  Salk  vaccine  was  an  effective 
means  of  preventing  polio  in  a  significant  majority  of  cases,  and  in 
addition  reduced  the  severity  of  the  disease  among  those  who  did 
contract  it. 

In  1955,  therefore,  a  program  of  mass  inoculation  began  among 
children  of  the  age  at  which  polio  is  most  likely  to  strike.  But  within 
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a  few  weeks,  an  unexpectedly  large  number  of  the  newly  inoculated 
children  had  polio.  Why?  There  were  at  least  three  possibilities:  (1) 
Instead  of  preventing  the  disease,  the  vaccine  caused  it.  (2)  Because 
the  vaccine  was  known  to  be  ineffective  if  a  child  was  already  harbor¬ 
ing  the  polio  virus,  the  children  who  became  ill  had  already  had  the 
virus  in  their  systems.  (3)  Because  no  vaccine  is  effective  in  every 
single  case,  the  children  were  simply  among  the  unfortunate  minority 
whose  bodies  for  some  reason  resisted  this  particular  vaccine. 

Possibilities  2  and  3  had  been  allowed  for;  it  was  assumed  that 
they  accounted  for  the  small  percentage  of  children  who  developed 
polio  even  after  receiving  the  vaccine  during  the  testing  program. 
The  trouble  was  that  in  1955  the  incidence  of  polio  among  newly 
vaccinated  children  was  significantly  higher  than  it  had  been  the  pre¬ 
vious  year.  Was  it  possible,  therefore,  that  the  vaccine  did  cause 
polio?  The  clue  to  the  answer  was  found  in  the  fact  that  most  of  the 
victims  had  been  inoculated  with  a  vaccine  made  by  one  particular 
company.  Investigation  showed  that,  because  of  inadequate  manufac¬ 
turing  and  testing  procedures,  certain  batches  of  that  company’s  vac¬ 
cine  (and,  to  a  smaller  extent,  the  vaccine  of  other  companies)  con¬ 
tained  live  polio  virus.  Thus  Possibility  1  accounted  for  the  unex¬ 
pected  number  of  failures,  and  immediately  more  stringent  measures 
were  taken  to  safeguard  the  manufacture  and  testing  of  the  vaccine. 

During  the  first  weeks  of  confusion,  many  uninformed  people 
assumed  that  Possibility  1  was  the  only  way  to  account  for  the  new 
polio  cases.  A  child  (so  their  unscientific  reasoning  went)  contracted 
polio  because  he  had  received  the  vaccine.  They  thus  committed  the 
familiar  post  hoc  ergo  propter  hoc  ('after  this,  therefore  because  of 
this”)  fallacy:  because  B  (the  disease)  happened  after  A  (the  inocu¬ 
lation),  B  was  therefore  caused  by  A.  In  the  case  of  the  vaccine,  it  is 
true,  the  cause-and-effect  relationship  was  established  in  a  certain 
number  of  cases,  though  it  was  not  the  vaccine  as  a  whole  which  was 
at  fault,  but  only  certain  defective  lots.  But  much  more  often,  the 
belief  that  a  given  happening  caused  a  later  one  (contrast  the  mean¬ 
ings  of  suBsequent  and  coNsequent)  is  wholly  wrong.  It  springs  from 
neglect  of  the  principle  we  have  been  discussing:  that  a  hypothesis 
can  be  considered  confirmed  only  if  it  alone  can  produce  the  effects 
noted.  "The  baby  is  crying.  Pie  must  have  an  open  safety  pin  in  his 
clothing.”  But  all  the  safety  pins  prove  to  be  closed,  and  the  cause  of 
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the  baby’s  crying  is  that  he  is  hungry.  “The  way  for  any  girl  to  get  a 
high  grade  from  that  teacher  is  to  do  what  June  did— sit  in  the  front 
row  with  her  knees  crossed.”  But,  truth  to  tell,  that  teacher  values 
brain  work  above  leg  display,  and  June  was  a  good  student.  (Note 
too  the  faulty  generalization  from  a  single  instance.)  “No  wonder 
you  have  a  cold  today.  You  didn’t  change  your  wet  clothes  when  you 
came  home  yesterday.”  “The  accident  wouldn’t  have  happened  if  he 
hadn’t  been  drinking.”  “That  sudden  noise  must  have  been  caused  by 
a  jet  plane  breaking  the  sound  barrier.”  The  simple  question  by  which 
to  test  all  such  confident  assertions  is,  “Why  do  you  insist  that  A 
alone  could  cause  B ?  Weren’t  there  any  other  possible  causes?” 

These  two  procedures— the  gathering  of  data  and  the  testing  of 
hypotheses— are  used  by  all  who  work  with  verifiable  data:  mathema¬ 
ticians,  physical  scientists— biologists,  physicists,  chemists,  and  the 
like— who  try  to  find  the  principles  and  “laws”  by  which  the  physical 
universe  operates,  and  social  scientists— sociologists,  economists,  po¬ 
litical  scientists,  and  so  forth— who  try  to  find  patterns  and  tendencies 
in  human  conduct  and  institutions.  Because  of  the  very  different 
character  of  the  materials  with  which  these  two  groups  work,  the 
generalizations  they  reach  are  of  different  quality.  The  physical  scien¬ 
tists  can  verify  their  hypotheses  either  by  direct  laboratory  experiment 
(manipulating  their  compounds  and  light-rays  and  animals  as  they 
wish)  or  by  rigidly  controlled  observation.  They  can,  in  other  words, 
virtually  create  the  conditions  under  which  they  examine  and  measure 
their  evidence.  Thus  in  general  their  conclusions  can  be  much  more 
positive  than  can  those  of  the  social  scientists,  who  cannot  ordinarily 
create  ideal  laboratory  conditions  involving  human  beings  but  must, 
instead,  rely  on  records  and  observation  of  human  behavior,  past  and 
present. 

Thus  far  we  have  been  speaking  only  of  general  statements  whose 
verification  is  a  relatively  straightforward  matter,  although  it  may  in 
some  cases  be  a  rather  complex  problem.  But  obviously  there  are 
many  general  ideas  in  the  world  that  are  extremely  difficult  to  prove 
or  disprove  in  the  scientific  sense.  Indeed,  numerous  people  regard 
them  as  being  incapable  of  such  determination.  Many  religious  tenets, 
for  example,  do  not  seem  to  yield  to  the  methods  of  science.  Count¬ 
less  volumes  have  been  written  attempting  to  “prove  logically  or 
scientifically”  this  or  that  article  of  religious  doctrine,  but  few  if  any 
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such  proofs  command  the  nearly  universal  acceptance  that  is  taken 
for  granted  in  the  case  of  proofs  in  the  sciences.  Arguments  relating 
to  ethics,  esthetics,  philosophy,  and  politics  are  of  this  type  also. 
Often  such  arguments  depend  in  an  important  way  on  some  un¬ 
stated  assumption:  “for  the  sake  of  argument  let’s  assume  .  .  .”  is 
the  essential  but  tacit  prelude  to  the  discussion.  “God  is  immanent 
in  the  universe”;  “the  nature  of  man  is  basically  evil”;  “there  is  a  life 
after  death”;  “democracy  is  the  form  of  government  under  which  the 
individual  man  has  the  greatest  freedom  and  opportunity”;  “common 
sense  is  the  best  guide  to  conduct”;  “wars  are  unmitigated  evils”;  “the 
most  important  element  in  artistic  creation  is  sincerity  on  the  part 
of  the  artist”;  “no  society  can  endure  when  home  ties  and  family  life 
disintegrate.”  These  statements  may  be  true,  or  they  may  not;  we 
simply  have  no  way  of  finally  proving  or  disproving  them,  however 
strong  and  sincere  our  convictions  are,  until  a  number  of  problems 
regarding  their  meaning  and  method  of  verification  have  been  suc¬ 
cessfully  dealt  with.  When  we  use  them  in  our  thinking,  therefore, 
we  must  remember  that  they  are  more  often  assumed  than  proved. 


EXERCISE  1 

The  following  statements  are  based  on  some  form  of  inductive 
thinking.  Examine  each  statement ,  with  particular  attention  to  these 
points:  (a)  Are  all  the  terms  satisfactorily  defined?  (b)  If  the  state¬ 
ment  is  based  on  an  accumulation  of  evidence ,  is  the  evidence  suffi¬ 
cient  and  of  the  right  kind  to  justify  the  generalization?  (c)  If  the 
statement  is  a  hypothesis,  could  enough  evidence  be  collected  to 
prove  or  disprove  it?  (d)  If  it  is  a  hypothesis,  does  it  take  into  account 
the  possibility  of  more  than  one  cause? 

1.  The  bathtub  is  the  most  dangerous  place  in  the  home. 

2.  If  you  answer  all  the  questions  on  a  true-false  test  “true,”  you’re 
bound  to  score  at  least  50  percent.  I  went  into  the  exam  not  knowing 
a  thing;  I  used  the  system  and  came  out  with  a  70. 

3.  They  ought  to  stop  those  atomic  bomb  tests.  No  wonder  we’ve  had 
such  bad  weather  lately. 

4.  Last  year  the  grade  distribution  in  this  course  was  6  A’s,  10  B’s, 
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10  C’s,  8  D’s,  and  2  E’s.  This  time  the  distribution  is  3  A’s,  6  B’s, 
15  C’s,  10  D’s,  and  8  E’s.  College  students  are  getting  worse  year 
by  year. 

5.  Now  I  know  that  what  I  suspected  is  true.  There  are  termites  in  my 
garage.  I’ve  seen  the  characteristic  mud  tunnels  they  build. 

6.  The  Hope  diamond  undoubtedly  bears  a  curse.  It  has  brought  bad 
luck  to  every  one  of  its  owners. 

7.  Racial  prejudice  is  much  more  pronounced  in  adolescents  and  adults 
than  it  is  in  young  children. 

8.  This  man  was  found  lying  on  the  sidewalk.  He  is  breathing  heavily, 
he  is  semiconscious,  he  can’t  speak  coherently.  Must  have  been 
drinking  canned  heat.  Put  him  in  a  cell  until  he  sobers  up. 

9.  American  propaganda  efforts,  such  as  the  Voice  of  America  and 
Radio  Free  Europe,  have  been  failures. 

10.  Excessive  speed  and  drinking  are  responsible  for  most  fatal  auto¬ 
mobile  accidents. 

11.  All  who  were  sick  had  eaten  the  potato  salad,  but  some  other  pic¬ 
nickers  who  had  eaten  the  salad  were  not  sick.  Therefore  the  potato 
salad  was  not  the  cause  of  the  outbreak  of  food  poisoning. 

12.  There  is  some  connection  between  birds’  sense  of  direction  and 
radio  waves.  The  homing  instinct  of  pigeons  is  dulled  or  destroyed 
when  they  are  in  the  vicinity  of  radar  installations. 

13.  Politicians  are  not  necessarily  dishonest,  but  they  all  look  out  for 
themselves. 

14.  The  mosquito-killing  powers  of  DDT  have  been  greatly  exaggerated, 
because  there  are  numerous  proved  cases  of  mosquitoes  flourishing 
in  areas  which  have  been  sprayed  with  DDT. 

15.  If  only  a  few  pe.tTple  who  were  obviously  crackpots  reported  seeing 
strange  objects  in  the  sky,  you  could  say  there  weren’t  any  such 
things.  But  when  the  reports  mount  into  the  hundreds,  there  is  a 
strong  probability  that  flying  saucers,  or  whatever  you  want  to  call 
them,  exist. 

16.  The  present  generation  of  young  men  and  women  is  stronger  and 
more  capable  of  physical  feats  than  previous  ones.  Look  at  all  the 
athletic  records  that  are  being  broken. 

17.  A  local  minister,  who  claimed  to  have  much  knowledge  of  “fallen 
women,”  asserted  that  over  50  percent  of  them  told  him  their  down¬ 
fall  was  due  to  dancing.  Dancing  obviously  is  immoral. 

18.  The  meter  must  be  wrong,  or  else  it  wasn’t  read  correctly  the  last 
time.  We  couldn’t  possibly  have  used  that  much  electricity. 

19.  Following  the  use  of  isotopes,  a  majority  of  the  cases  of  early  cervical 
cancer  in  this  hospital  were  arrested  or  apparently  cured.  While  it  is 
too  early  to  be  positive,  it  seems  likely  that  the  use  of  isotopes  may 
prove  of  great  importance  in  the  treatment  of  cancer  generally. 
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20.  The  steady  decline  of  interest  in  debating  and  campus  literary 
magazines  shows  that  the  modern  college  student  simply  isn’t  inter¬ 
ested  in  serious  intellectual  activity. 

21.  Eve  read  ten  Victorian  novels,  a  large  anthology  of  the  poetry  of  the 
period,  and  a  number  of  Victorian  essays.  All  I  can  say  is  that  the 
Victorians  were  a  dull  lot,  self-satisfied,  humorless,  and  prudish. 

22.  America  is  a  land  of  easy-spending  millionaires,  sexy  blondes,  fabu¬ 
lous  Park  Avenue  apartments,  and  loose  morals.  How  do  I  know? 
Monsieur,  I  see  your  American  movies! 

23.  A1  Smith  was  defeated  for  the  Presidency  in  1928  because  he  was 
a  Roman  Catholic. 

24.  The  four  men  who  have  most  influenced  the  thinking  of  mankind 
in  the  past  century  have  been  Darwin,  Marx,  Freud,  and  Einstein. 

25.  The  results  of  the  recent  elections  show  that  the  American  people 
want  their  government  to  follow  a  middle-of-the-road  philosophy. 

EXERCISE  % 

Select  several  assertions  from  the  following  list  and ,  in  a  para¬ 
graph  devoted  to  each,  explain  what  kind  of  evidence  you  would 
require  to  be  convinced  that  the  assertion  was  true.  Consider  also  the 
difficulties  and  pitfalls  involved  in  gathering  and  assessing  such  evi¬ 
dence. 

1.  The  New  York  Times ,  which  is  owned  by  Jews,  slants  its  news 
reports  so  as  to  put  the  Jewish  viewpoint  in  the  most  favorable  light. 

2.  If  a  rich  man  gets  picked  up  for  drunken  driving,  the  police  quietly 
forget  about  it.  If  a  poor  man  gets  picked  up,  they  throw  the  book 
at  him.  So  much  for  justice  and  “equality.” 

3.  City  slum  areas  breed  crime. 

4.  The  best  way  to  bring  on  a  rainstorm  is  to  wash  your  car. 

5.  Food  should  never  be  left  in  an  open  can. 

6.  We  never  have  the  severe  winters  that  our  grandparents  knew. 

7.  The  increase  of  suburban  shopping  centers  has  seriously  affected 
the  business  of  downtown  stores. 

8.  It  is  rank  superstition  for  anyone  to  believe  that  we  can  communicate 
with  the  dead. 

9.  The  spread  of  television  has  sharply  reduced  the  time  people  devote 
to  reading  books. 

10.  The  Marshall  Plan  was  largely  successful  in  rebuilding  western  Eu¬ 
ropean  economy. 

11.  The  tendency  toward  twin  births  runs  in  certain  families. 

12.  Pier  “hay  fever”  actually  is  an  allergy  caused  by  the  face  powder 
she  uses. 
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EXERCISE  5 


True  or  false?: 

1.  A  whale's  throat  is  too  narrow  to  swallow  a  man  (hence  the  story 
of  Jonah  cannot  be  true). 

2.  Snakes  milk  cows. 

3.  Wolves  hunt  in  packs  and  eat  human  beings. 

4.  Toads  can  live,  sealed  in  stone  or  cement,  for  many  years. 

5.  Rats  are  gifted  with  foresight  that  prompts  them  to  leave  a  ship 
that  is  about  to  sink. 

6.  Goats  eat  tin  cans  and  all  kinds  of  supposedly  indigestible  junk. 

7.  Dogs  and  other  animals  possess  a  special  instinct  that  tells  them 
when  they  are  in  the  presence  of  death  (hence  the  howling  which 
leads  people  to  the  body  of  the  dog's  master). 

8.  If  a  closely  related  man  and  woman  marry,  their  offspring  will  be 
defective. 

9.  Feed  a  cold  and  starve  a  fever. 

10.  If  a  drowning  man  goes  down  for  the  third  time,  he  is  lost. 

11.  Terror  can  make  one’s  hair  turn  white  within  a  few  hours. 

12.  A  protruding  jaw  is  a  sign  of  an  aggressive  disposition. 

13.  Orientals  have  slanting  eyes. 

14.  Men  of  Latin  origin  are  accomplished  lovers. 

15.  There  are  fully  authenticated  cases  of  human  infants  being  adopted 
and  reared  by  animals. 

Look  up  the  answers  given  in  Bergen  Evans'  The  Natural  History  of 
Nonsense  (1946).  Reserve  your  final  judgment ,  however ,  until  you 
come  to  Exercise  22,  part  4  (p.  181). 

EXERCISE  4 

1.  Read  Darrell  Huff’s  How  to  Lie  with  Statistics  (1954).  This  is  an 
entertaining  little  book  that  can  easily  be  understood  by  anyone 
with  a  knowledge  of  arithmetic.  It  contains  plenty  of  good ,  simple 
examples  of  the  way  statistics  can  be  juggled  to  uprove”  a  point. 

2.  Citing  official  figures  from  several  states ,  which  show  that  men 
are  responsible  for  twice  as  many  fatal  automobile  accidents  as 
women ,  someone  has  concluded  that  women  drivers  are  twice  as 
safe  as  men.  What  vital  factors  has  he  failed  to  take  into  account? 

3.  In  the  nineteenth  century ,  statistics  on  the  literacy  rate  in  Eng¬ 
land  were  based  on  the  number  of  men  and  women  who  were 
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able  to  write  their  names  at  the  time  they  were  married .  In  1861 , 
the  percentage  of  bridegrooms  who  could  do  so  was  693;  of  brides , 
54.8.  In  1900 ,  the  percentages  were  97.2  and  96.8  respectively.  Can 
we  conclude ,  therefore ,  that  by  1900  practically  everybody  in  Eng¬ 
land  could  read  and  write ? 

4.  The  ten  newest  houses  built  in  a  certain  subdivision  sold  for 
these  prices:  $25,000  (two),  $21,000,  $ 18,000 ,  $17,000  (two), 
$ 15,000 ,  $13,000  (three).  What  is  the  “average”  price? 

5.  What  questions  should  you  insist  on  having  answered  before  you 
will  believe  the  following  statement ?:  “It  is  simply  not  true  that 
athletes  in  this  college  are  poorer  students  than  nonathletes.  Offi¬ 
cial  figures  in  the  registrar  s  office  show  that  the  athletes'  average 
is  slightly  above  that  of  the  student  body  as  a  whole.” 

6.  What  are  the  errors  here?:  “According  to  the  government's  index 
[based  on  the  prices  of  rent,  clothing ,  food,  and  a  number  of  other 
expenses]  the  cost  of  living  declined  .5  percent  in  the  past  year. 
Therefore  our  family  spent  .5  percent  less  on  food  in  the  past 
year.” 


EXERCISE  5 

Write  an  essay  making  the  strongest  case  you  can  for  the  truth 
or  falsity  of  one  of  the  following  propositions.  Be  sure  to  specify 
the  exact  source  and  nature  of  the  supporting  evidence  you  cite. 

1.  Training  in  English  composition  in  the  secondary  schools  is  inade¬ 
quate  for  students  who  go  on  to  college. 

2.  The  weather  has  a  definite  influence  on  people's  mental  states. 

3.  You  can't  trust  the  Russians. 

4.  The  American  labor  movement  is  corrupt. 

5.  Students  who  marry  while  they  are  still  in  college  get  less  out  of 
their  education  than  if  they  had  remained  single. 

6.  The  practice  of  having  piped-in  music  in  places  like  banks,  offices, 
and  restaurants  makes  the  employees  more  efficient  and  content 
and  also  has  a  good  effect  on  customers. 

7.  Typewritten  papers  get  higher  grades  than  handwritten  ones. 

8.  Old  adages  like  “Red  sky  in  morning,  sailor’s  warning;  red  sky 
at  night,  sailor's  delight"  have  a  considerable  body  of  scientific 
truth  in  them. 

9.  Driver-training  courses  in  schools  are  a  definite  contribution  to  high¬ 
way  safety. 
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10.  You  can’t  believe  half  of  what  you  read  in  the  newspapers. 

11.  Most  people  can’t  tell  the  difference  between  true  high-fidelity 
sound  and  sound  produced  through  an  ordinary  record  player. 

12.  The  day  of  the  conscientious  craftsman  is  over.  Everything  you  buy 
nowadays  is  shoddily  built. 

EXERCISE  6 

Probably  the  best-known  recent  scientific  investigation  which  has 
combined  the  two  major  techniques  of  inductive  reasoning  is  the 
attempt  to  establish  whether  or  not  cigarette-smoking  causes  cancer 
of  the  lung.  Scientists  have  analyzed  masses  of  public-health  statistics 
to  find  the  degree  of  correlation  between  heavy  smoking  and  the  oc¬ 
currence  of  cancer.  At  the  same  time ,  in  their  laboratories  they  have 
painted  rodents  with  various  chemicals  derived  from  tobacco  to  see  if 
the  animals  would  develop  cancer.  Many  questions  have  arisen ,  such 
as:  Is  it  smoking  that  accounts  for  the  indisputable  increase  in  the 
rate  of  lung-cancer  victims ,  or  the  noxious  elements  poured  into  the 
air  by  automobile  exhausts  and  industrial  plants?  If  chemicals  from 
cigarette  smoke  definitely  induce  skin  cancer  in  laboratory  animals , 
can  it  therefore  be  said  that  the  same  chemicals  produce  cancer  in 
human  beings?  Look  up  a  few  of  the  many  articles  on  the  subject , 
printed  in  reputable  magazines  from  1952  onward ,  to  get  an  idea  of 
the  many  facets  of  the  problem  and  the  various  ways  in  which  scien¬ 
tists  have  attacked  it.  What  is  the  present  state  of  medical  knowledge 
and  opinion?  The  information  you  collect  could  be  put  to  good  use 
as  the  basis  of  an  essay  on  the  uses  scientihc  investigators  make  of 
inductive  reasoning. 


Deductive  Reasoning 

The  classic  way  of  analyzing  a  process  of  deductive  reasoning  is 
the  syllogism:  a  rigidly  organized  series  of  three  statements,  the  last 
of  which  is  the  conclusion  drawn  from  the  preceding  two,  which  are 
called  the  major  and  minor  premises.  From  the  point  of  view  adopted 
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in  this  book,  that  of  the  critical  reader,  the  chief  importance  of  the 
syllogism  is  that  it  affords  us  a  quick  way  of  testing  the  validity  of 
certain  kinds  of  arguments  we  meet  in  our  everyday  affairs.  We  sel¬ 
dom  run  across  assertions  ready-made  into  syllogisms.  Instead,  the 
logical  antecedents  (that  is,  the  premises)  of  the  assertion  are  usually 
only  implied  or  half-stated.  To  understand  the  reasoning  by  which  a 
conclusion  has  been  reached,  we  must,  therefore,  work  backward  by 
reconstructing  the  syllogism  which  seems  to  have  been  in  the  author’s 
mind.  Beginning  with  the  assertion  in  question,  which  serves  as  the 
conclusion  of  the  syllogism,  we  build  a  major  and  a  minor  premise 
which  the  writer  or  speaker  seems  to  have  assumed  to  be  true.  In 
order  to  form  a  syllogism  for  testing  purposes,  we  must  often  change 
the  wording  of  the  original  assertion.  There  is  no  harm  in  doing  this, 
provided  always  that  we  do  not  change  in  any  way  the  thought  of  the 
author.  The  words  we  select  for  our  syllogism,  if  different  from  his. 
own,  must  be  equivalent  to  them  in  meaning. 

Each  of  the  individual  sentences,  or  statements,  that  make  up 
a  syllogism  has  always  two,  and  usually  three,  elements:  a  subject 
term,  a  predicate  term,  and  a  qualifier.  In  the  statement  “All  parrots: 
are  birds”  the  subject  term  is  “parrots,”  the  predicate  term  is  “birds,” 
and  the  qualifier  is  “all.”  In  cases  where  the  subject  term  is  a  name: 
or  a  definite  description  (“Mr.  Blaine  is  a  Democrat”),  however,, 
there  is  no  qualifier.  Traditionally,  four  classes  of  qualifiers  have  been 
recognized:  (1)  the  universal  affirmative  (all,  each ,  every,  any,  al¬ 
ways  .  .  .);  (2)  the  universal  negative  (no,  never,  none  .  .  .);  (3)  the 
particular  affirmative  (some,  a  few,  at  least  one  .  .  .);  (4)  the  particu¬ 
lar  negative  ( not  all,  some  not,  not  all,  not  every  .  .  .).  If  a  statement 
contains  a  qualifier,  the  qualifier  must  belong  to  one  or  another  of 
these  classes. 

In  the  conclusion  the  subject  term  must  come  from  one  premise 
and  the  predicate  term  from  the  other.  The  premise  that  contains  the 
predicate  term  of  the  conclusion  is  the  major  premise,  and  the  one  that 
contains  the  subject  term  of  the  conclusion  is  the  minor  premise. 
The  term  which  the  major  and  the  minor  premises  have  in  common 
is  called  the  middle  term. 

Because  the  middle  term  can  occur  only  in  four  different  posi¬ 
tions,  syllogisms  have  four  basic  forms.  We  shall,  however,  confine 
ourselves  to  the  two  most  commonly  used: 
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(Major  premise)  A  is  B 
(Minor  premise )  C  is  A 
(Conclusion)  C  is  B 


( Major  premise )  A  is  B)  ( One  of  these  premises 
(Minor  premise)  C  is Bj  must  be  negative) 

(Conclusion)  C  is  not  A  [Or:  No  C  is  A] 

In  formal  logic,  the  major  premise  of  each  of  the  above  syllogisms 
must  be  “universal”  (all,  always ,  none,  never).  But  for  our  purposes 
we  shall  modify  the  rule  to  allow  proportional  generalization— that  is, 
statements  that  such-and-such  is  true  in  most  cases  or  few  cases.  Since, 
as  we  have  seen,  terms  like  most,  frequently,  some,  sometimes,  sel¬ 
dom,  few  ...  are  too  vague  to  be  useful,  a  more  specific  statement  of 
proportion  must  be  given:  “half  the  time,”  “75  percent  of  the  cases,” 
“one  out  of  ten  instances,”  and  so  on. 

Now,  let  us  take  four  ordinary  sentences  and  reshape  them  into 
syllogisms.  Numbers  1  and  2  illustrate  the  first  form  given  above,  3 
and  4  the  second  form: 


1.  “Mr.  McGuire's  a  Catholic,  so  of  course  he  must  go  to  Mass.” 
(Major  premise:  A  is  B)  All  Catholics  are  obligated  to  attend 

Mass. 

(Minor  premise:  C  is  A)  Mr.  McGuire  is  a  Catholic. 

(Conclusion:  C  is  B)  Mr.  McGuire  is  obligated  to  attend 

Mass. 

[That  is,  since  Mr.  McGuire  belongs  to  a  class  all  of  whose 
members  have  a  certain  characteristic,  Mr.  McGuire  necessarily 
shares  that  characteristic.] 


2.  “You're  likely  to  find  that  particular  brand  in  Graham's  store, 
because  about  75  percent  of  the  men's  clothing  stores  in  this  city 
carry  it  in  stock.” 

(Major  premise:  A  is  B)  About  75  percent  of  the  men's  cloth¬ 
ing  stores  in  this  city  carry  that 
particular  brand. 

Graham's  is  a  men’s  clothing  store 
in  this  city. 


(Minor  premise:  C  is  A) 
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( Conclusion :  C  is  B)  Graham’s  store  probably  carries  that 

brand.  (I.e.,  there’s  a  75-percent 
chance  that  it  does.) 

[That  is,  while  not  all  stores  carry  a  given  brand  of  merchandise, 
75  percent  of  them  do;  therefore,  though  it  is  not  certain  that 
Graham’s  store  does,  it  is  likely  to  do  so.] 

3.  “His  wife  isn’t  well  educated.  She  doesn’t  know  anything  about 
science.” 

(Major  premise:  No  A  is  B)  No  well-educated  person  is  ignorant 

of  science. 

(Minor  premise:  C  is  B)  His  wife  is  ignorant  of  science. 
(Conclusion:  C  is  not  A)  His  wife  is  not  well  educated. 

[That  is,  the  lady  spoken  of  has  a  characteristic  which  is  asserted 
not  to  belong  to  any  member  of  a  given  class;  possession  of  that 
characteristic  therefore  excludes  her  from  that  class.] 

4.  “He  doesn’t  have  any  excessive  thirst,  so  he  can’t  have  a  fever.” 
(Major  premise:  A  is  B)  All  fever-stricken  patients  are  ex¬ 
cessively  thirsty. 

(Minor  premise:  C  is  not  B)  This  patient  is  not  excessively 

thirsty. 

(Conclusion:  C  is  not  A)  This  patient  does  not  have  a  fever. 
[That  is,  the  patient  does  not  have  a  characteristic  that  is  said  to 
be  universally  true  of  a  class,  hence  he  does  not  belong  to  that 
class.] 

In  each  of  these  examples,  the  conclusion  is  valid  (that  is,  the  chain 
of  reasoning  to  which  it  belongs  satisfies  the  rules  of  formal  logic), 
although  it  may  or  may  not  be  true,  depending  on  whether  or  not 
both  premises  are  true. 

To  test  the  truth,  or  soundness,  of  any  statement  resulting  from 
a  series  of  premises,  we  must  determine  whether  the  premises  them¬ 
selves  are  true.  There  are  a  number  of  ways  of  doing  this,  depending 
on  how  the  premise  is  derived.  For  example,  it  may  be  the  product 
of  an  induction,  that  is,  a  generalization  based  on  individual  instances 
of  verifiable  fact,  or  derived  from  the  verification  of  a  hypothesis.  We 
have  already  learned  a  few  of  the  tests  to  apply  to  inductive  infer¬ 
ences.  Or  (among  other  possibilities)  a  premise  may  be  the  result 
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of  another  (sound)  deductive  argument.  We  now  turn,  therefore,  to 
a  brief  survey  of  the  ways  of  testing  deductive  thinking.  Violations  of 
the  following  rules  are  among  the  reasons— there  are  many  more- 
why  statements  which  seem  at  first  glance  to  be  perfectly  “logical” 
turn  out  on  analysis  to  be  conclusions  of  invalid  arguments: 

1.  The  terms  must  be  accurately  and  consistently  deEned.  No 
matter  how  the  major  premise  has  been  obtained— whether  by  induc¬ 
tion  or  deduction,  or  simply  assumed  as  the  first  link  in  the  present 
chain — the  wording  must  be  as  exact  and  clear  as  possible.  We  have 
seen  how  ambiguous  and  misleading  are  such  words  as  normal ,  typi¬ 
cal ,  average.  In  addition,  all  terms  must  be  defined  as  precisely  as 
possible.  “The  intelligence  level  of  Negroes  is  higher  than  that  of 
whites”:  what,  precisely,  does  that  mean?  “Intelligence”  itself  has 
never  really  been  satisfactorily  defined,  although  probably  one  may 
assume  that  for  practical  purposes  the  arbitrary  standards  of  IQ  tests 
are  meant.  But  what  does  the  phrase  “intelligence  level  of  Negroes” 
mean?  The  over-all  average  IQ  of  southern  Negroes  tested  between 
1950  and  1960?  The  IQ  of  Negroes  now  in  the  colleges  and  universi¬ 
ties  of  six  midwestern  states?  The  IQ  of  Negroes  enlisting  in  the 
United  States  Army?  And  what,  precisely,  does  “that  of  whites”  refer 
to?  The  generalization  is  phrased  too  vaguely,  too  loosely,  for  a  syllo¬ 
gism  to  be  soundly  developed.  It  needs  to  be  an  exact  statement  which 
takes  into  account  the  limitations  of  the  data  upon  which  it  is  based. 

Again,  in  the  proposition  “Business  recessions  occur  every 
twenty-one  years,”  just  what  is  a  “business  recession”?  What  statis¬ 
tical  criteria  are  involved— what  is  the  difference  between  a  recession, 
a  panic,  and  a  slump?  Or  what  is  meant  by  “the  greatest  freedom  and 
opportunity”  which  “democracy”  (what  is  it?)  is  said  to  afford  to  the 
individual?  Every  such  phrase  cries  out  for  definition.  If  it  is  left  un¬ 
defined,  for  each  party  to  the  argument  to  interpret  according  to  his 
own  wishes,  the  argument  is  worthless,  because  the  parties  will  not 
be  talking  the  same  language.  We  pointed  out  the  same  thing  in 
connection  with  “glittering  generalities”  in  Chapter  One. 

Hence,  one  of  the  first  things  to  do  in  testing  the  logical  validity 
of  a  statement  is  to  determine  just  what  the  maker  of  the  statement 
means  by  the  terms  he  is  using,  and  whether  his  terms  mean  the 
same  thing  in  the  conclusion  that  they  were  understood  to  mean  in 
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the  premises.  Shifting  definition  in  the  course  of  an  argument  invali¬ 
dates  the  whole  sequence  of  thought.  A  recent  illustration  comes  from 
the  field  of  medicine.  At  a  meeting  of  the  American  Psychiatric  Asso¬ 
ciation,  the  drug  thorazine  was  announced  as  having  remarkable 
powers  to  relieve  "depression/'  Now  in  medical  usage,  depression  is 
a  technical  term  referring  to  a  whole  group  of  symptoms,  both  physi¬ 
cal  and  mental;  depression  is  as  much  a  malfunctioning  of  certain 
parts  of  the  nervous  system,  resulting  in  bodily  ailments,  as  it  is  a 
disturbed  state  of  mind.  But  in  the  popular  vocabulary,  depression 
simply  means  "the  blues."  It  is  not  surprising,  then,  that  when  a 
newspaper  columnist  read  of  the  report,  she  translated  depression  into 
laymen's  language  and  announced  "the  invention  of  a  new  pill  that 
chases  the  blues  away.  .  .  .  Obviously,  the  world  is  going  to  heck  in  a 
hack  and  as  far  as  aspirin  is  concerned,  we  have  reached  the  point  of 
no  return.  But  just  as  mankind  was  about  to  be  permanently  marooned 
in  its  misery,  presto!  A  new  kind  of  pink  pill  for  pale  people  who, 
emotionally,  are  lower  than  a  snake’s  abdomen."  Medical  men  who 
read  that  column  must  have  shuddered  at  the  misrepresentation  of 
what  the  "new  mood-lifter  pill"  accomplished— all  because  the  term 
depression  changed  meaning  in  its  trip  from  the  psychiatrists'  meeting 
to  the  pages  of  a  newspaper.  (The  uncritical  reader  would  have  re¬ 
sponded  this  way:  "People  who  suffer  from  depression  will  be  helped 
by  this  drug.  I  suffer  from  depression.  Therefore  this  drug  will  help 
me."  But  the  term  does  not  mean  the  same  thing  in  the  major  premise 
that  it  does  in  the  minor  premise.) 

2.  Only  two  affirmative  premises  can  produce  an  affirmative  con¬ 
clusion.  If  the  major  premise  is  affirmative  and  the  minor  is  negative, 
or  if  the  major  premise  is  negative  and  the  minor  is  affirmative,  the 
conclusion  must  be  negative.  Two  negative  premises  can  produce  no 
conclusion  at  all.  In  other  words,  a  qualifier  implying  "not,  never, 
none"  in  one  of  the  premises  must  have  its  counterpart  in  the  con¬ 
clusion.  Its  presence  in  one  of  the  premises  automatically  rules  out 
any  affirmative  conclusion. 

3.  The  strength  of  the  conclusion  can  be  no  greater  than  that  of 
the  weaker  premise.  All  qualifiers  govern  the  degree  of  generality 
borne  by  the  statements  in  which  they  occur.  In  decreasing  order  of 
strength  or  generality, 
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they  range  from  all  (stating  that  such-and-such  is  always  true 
of  all  members  of  a  class) 
through  almost  all , 

a  majority  of  (implying  a  frequency  of  more 
than  50  percent), 

almost  half  of  (less  than  50  percent), 
several, 
few ,  and 
at  least  one 
to  none  (never). 

If  one  premise  is  an  all  statement,  and  the  other  is  an  almost  half 
statement,  the  conclusion  cannot  contain  a  qualifier  higher  on  the 
scale  than  almost  half.  If  it  did  so,  it  would  be  making  an  assertion 
for  whose  breadth  there  is  no  warrant  in  the  premises.  In  Example  2 
above,  the  categorical  conclusion  that  "Graham’s  store  will  have  that 
particular  brand”  would  have  had  no  basis.  The  major  premise  said 
that  75  percent  of  the  stores  in  town  carried  that  brand,  hence  there 
is  no  better  than  a  75-percent  chance  that  Graham’s  did. 

It  may  not  be  really  necessary,  in  ordinary  writing,  to  be  so  care- 
ful  to  qualify  one’s  statements.  In  practice,  the  writer  tacitly  allows  for 
exceptions:  "The  rate  of  fire  alarms  [in  most  cities]  is  highest  in  the 
slums”;  "the  efficiency  of  stenographers  [in  nine  cases  out  of  ten]  is 
improved  if  they  work  in  air-conditioned  offices”;  "the  children  of 
divorced  parents  [as  a  rule]  have  two  strikes  against  them  in  life.”  The 
danger  remains,  however,  that  the  uncritical  reader,  not  realizing  that 
such  exceptions  are  implied,  will  follow  the  reasoning  through  to  an 
unjustified  conclusion.  "Psychologists,”  says  a  magazine  article,  "show 
that  boys’  minds  mature  more  slowly  than  girls’.”  "Bob  and  Mary  are 
both  sixteen,”  thinks  a  parent,  "therefore  Mary’s  mind  is  more  ma¬ 
ture  than  Bob’s.”  The  writer  means  that  as  a  rule  the  generalization 
holds  true.  The  reader  instead  thinks  that  it  is  always  true,  hence 
necessarily  applicable  to  Mary  and  Bob  in  particular. 

This  almost  universal  human  habit  of  reducing  things  to  the 
simplest  possible  terms  is  the  weakness  on  which  the  unscrupulous 
writer  thrives.  Clever  persuaders  deliberately  omit  such  words  as 
always ,  never,  only ,  every,  all  .  .  .  because  if  they  appear,  they  signal 
the  reader  to  take  a  second,  more  critical  look  at  what  is  being  said. 
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Without  them,  a  statement  is  more  likely  to  be  accepted  at  its  face 
value.  If  we  keep  always  in  mind  the  fact  that  a  statement  can  be  posi¬ 
tive  and  sweeping  only  to  the  degree  to  which  its  implied  premises 
are  positive  and  sweeping,  we  are  well  equipped  to  expose  the  unjusti¬ 
fied  dogmatism  of  writers  and  speakers. 

When  we  first  read  the  adventures  of  Sherlock  Holmes,  we  are 
impressed  by  the  uncanny  accuracy  of  his  split-second  deductions. 
But  our  admiration  is  somewhat  tempered  when  we  realize  that 
much  of  it  is  due  to  the  unwarranted  positiveness  with  which  the  de¬ 
ductions  were  phrased.  In  'The  Case  of  the  Norwood  Builder/7  for 
example,  Holmes  welcomed  John  Hector  McFarlane  to  his  Baker 
Street  rooms  with  these  words:  "I  assure  you  that,  beyond  the  obvious 
facts  that  you  are  a  bachelor,  a  solicitor,  a  Freemason,  and  an  asth¬ 
matic,  I  know  nothing  whatever  about  you/7 

“Familiar  as  I  was  with  my  friend's  method,77  writes  Dr.  Watson, 
“it  was  not  difficult  for  me  to  follow  his  deductions,  and  to  observe 
the  untidiness  of  attire,  the  sheaf  of  legal  papers,  the  watch-charm, 
and  the  breathing  which  had  prompted  them.77* 

The  implication  is  that  Holmes  reasoned  in  this  fashion: 

Men  who  dress  untidily  are  bachelors. 

This  man  is  dressed  untidily. 

This  man  is  a  bachelor. 

—and  so  on  with  the  other  three  deductions.  On  that  basis,  we  are 
prone  to  assume  that  there  could  be  no  question  whatsoever  that 
McFarlane  was  everything  Holmes  deduced  he  was.  But  let  us  phrase 
the  syllogism  more  strictly: 

All  men  who  dress  untidily  are  bachelors. 

This  man  is  dressed  untidily. 

This  man  must  be  a  bachelor. 

Or:  A  man  who  dresses  untidily  can  only  be  a  bachelor. 

This  man  is  one  who  dresses  untidily. 

This  man  can  only  be  a  bachelor. 

Now  we  have  brought  the  vital  idea  of  all  or  only  (which  was  hidden 

*  Sherlock  Holmes  materials  are  used  by  special  permission  of  the  executors 
of  the  late  Sir  Arthur  Conan  Doyle. 
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in  the  syllogism  as  previously  stated)  into  the  open,  and  the  weakness 
of  the  major  premise  is  exposed.  Obviously  it  is  untrue  that  all  men 
who  dress  untidily  are  bachelors;  there  must  be  some  untidy  men 
who  have  loving  wives  at  home.  Therefore  the  conclusion— that  this 
man  must  be  a  bachelor— is  invalid.  Maybe  he  is  a  bachelor,  but  the 
proof  does  not  lie  in  the  syllogism. 

Actually,  of  course,  what  Holmes  did,  though  his  manner  con¬ 
cealed  the  fact,  was  to  count  on  the  probabilities: 

Most  men  who  dress  untidily  are  bachelors. 

This  man  is  dressed  untidily. 

This  man  probably  is  a  bachelor. 

Thus  it  appears  that  even  though  the  odds  may  have  been  in  favor 
of  McFarlane’s  being  a  bachelor,  it  was  quite  possible  that  Holmes 
could  have  been  mistaken.  The  degree  of  probability  in  the  conclu¬ 
sion  depended,  as  always  in  such  reasoning,  on  the  degree  expressed 
in  the  major  premise. 

4.  The  conclusion  of  a  syllogism  must  not  be  identical  with  a 
premise.  This  is  the  fallacy  known  as  "begging  the  question."  Since 
the  whole  purpose  of  deductive  reasoning  is  to  progress  from  one 
point  (the  premises)  to  another  (the  conclusion),  an  argument  in 
which  the  two  points  are  identical  gets  nowhere;  it  doubles  back  on 
itself,  and  is  therefore  sterile.  "Begging  the  question"  usually  occurs 
in  a  statement  which  makes  the  same  assertion  in  two  different  ways: 
"The  reason  why  Sally  is  so  mischievous  is  that  she  has  just  a  little  of 
the  devil  in  her."  Which  is  to  say,  A  equals  A.  "This  ordinance  will 
certainly  reduce  juvenile  delinquency,  because  it  provides  for  steps 
which  will  prevent  crimes  on  the  part  of  teen-agers."  "Because  it  will 
stir  up  the  frictions  between  us  and  our  potential  enemy  which  will 
eventually  ignite  the  powder  keg,  this  diplomatic  policy  will  bring 
us  closer  to  war."  By  assuming  as  true  the  very  point  he  ostensibly  is 
trying  to  prove,  the  arguer  changes  roles:  he  ceases  to  be  a  counselor 
at  the  bar,  presenting  the  evidence  that  supports  his  case,  and  be¬ 
comes  the  judge,  who  hands  down  a  verdict  before  the  trial  starts. 
(In  what  way  are  the  devices  of  name-calling  and  the  glittering  gen¬ 
erality  related  to  begging  the  question?) 
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EXERCISE  7 

Here  are  several  syllogisms  with  one  statement  missing.  From  the 
information  given  in  the  other  two  statements ,  reconstruct  the  miss - 


mg  one: 

1.  (Major  premise) 

More  than  half  of  the  members  of  this  class  have 
read  some  American  literature  in  high  school. 

(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

2.  (Major  premise) 
(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

Carol  is  a  member  of  this  class. 

Captain  Turner  is  a  pilot. 

Captain  Turner  does  not  have  defective  eyesight. 

3.  (Major  premise) 

All  families  threatened  by  the  flood  waters  were 
safely  evacuated. 

(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

4.  (Major  premise) 
(Minor  premise) 

Our  uncle  and  his  family  were  safely  evacuated. 

The  proposal  to  share  atomic  information  with 
other  governments  is  part  of  our  official  policy. 

(Conclusion) 

The  proposal  to  share  atomic  information  with 
other  governments  is  motivated  solely  by  self- 
interest. 

5.  (Major  premise) 

There  was  rain  on  twenty- two  of  last  July's  thirty- 
one  days. 

(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

6.  (Major  premise) 
(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

7.  (Major  premise) 

The  day  I’m  speaking  of  was  last  July  15. 

Mr.  Benton  is  a  congressman. 

Mr.  Benton  is  a  United  States  citizen. 

All  the  rivers  on  the  western  side  of  this  water¬ 
shed  flow  into  the  Gulf  of  Mexico. 

(Minor  premise) 

Two  thirds  of  the  rivers  I'm  talking  about  are  on 
the  western  side  of  this  watershed. 

(Conclusion) 

8.  (Major  premise) 
(Minor  premise) 
(Conclusion) 

All  Quakers  refuse  to  take  oath. 

Most  of  the  witnesses  in  this  case  will  refuse  to 
take  oath. 
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EXERCISE  8 

Using  a  syllogism  wherever  necessary  (sometimes  more  than  one 
may  be  needed  in  a  single  case),  analyze  the  soundness  of  the  reason¬ 
ing  in  each  of  the  following  statements.  Are  the  premises  true?  Does 
the  conclusion  necessarily  follow  from  the  premises?  ( When  you 
recast  a  statement  into  syllogistic  form ,  omit  rhetorical  flourishes  like 
“everyone  agrees  ”  “obviously/'  etc.  As  will  be  pointed  out  later  [ page 
175]  they  are  often  used  to  conceal  the  lack  of  logic.) 

1.  The  large  increase  in  church  membership  in  recent  years  shows  that 
the  American  people  are  becoming  more  religious. 

2.  We  can  go  on  our  trip  as  we  planned.  The  weather  man  says  there 
won’t  be  any  snow  for  at  least  forty-eight  hours. 

3.  The  revolt  in  that  South  American  country  was  caused  by  the  anti- 
governmental  factions  that  have  been  plotting  to  overthrow  the 
government. 

4.  Let’s  not  go  to  the  orchestra  concert  tonight.  It’s  bound  to  be  pretty 
bad — most  of  the  program  is  devoted  to  contemporary  music. 

5.  The  solution  is  an  acid.  It  turned  the  litmus  paper  red. 

6.  If  you’re  old  enough  to  fight  you’re  old  enough  to  vote. 

7.  I  don’t  deny  that  I  copied  most  of  the  theme  from  a  magazine 
article.  What’s  the  matter  with  that?  Everybody  does  it. 

8.  Anyone  who  refuses  to  testify  before  an  investigating  committee  by 
invoking  the  Fifth  Amendment  automatically  proves  that  he  is 
guilty  of  something. 

9.  The  Communist  party  is  the  most  democratic  party  because  it  is 
the  most  uncompromising  enemy  of  fascism,  and  everybody  admits 
that  the  real  test  of  a  party’s  democratic  principles  is  the  intensity  of 
its  opposition  to  fascism. 

10.  This  book  contains  only  advice  that  is  based  on  scientific  evidence; 
if  you  follow  its  rules  on  how  to  write,  you  can  be  certain  that  people 
will  understand  you  better. 

11.  To  beg  the  question  is  to  take  an  argument  for  granted  before  it  is 
proved.  This  is  one  of  the  most  insidious  of  fallacies,  hence  one  of 
the  most  prevalent. 

12.  Boy,  look  at  that  red  hair!  I'll  bet  she  has  a  temper. 

13.  The  fact  that  there  is  no  direct  evidence  that  William  Shakespeare, 
a  minor  Elizabethan  actor,  was  capable  of  writing  the  great  plays 
attributed  to  him  proves  that  he  didn’t  write  them. 

14.  It  is  degrading  to  a  man  to  live  on  a  dole  or  any  payment  made  to 
him  without  his  being  required  to  render  some  service  in  return. 
The  reason  is  that  he  thus  becomes,  from  an  economic  standpoint, 
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a  parasite  upon  the  community  as  a  whole,  a  position  which  is  in¬ 
consistent  with  the  maintenance  of  an  individual’s  self-respect. 

15.  There  are  a  few  typographical  errors  in  the  answers  in  the  back  of 
this  math  book,  so  even  though  my  answer  doesn’t  agree  with  the 
one  in  the  book,  it’s  probably  correct. 

16.  Last  year  Foam  detergent  outsold  the  next  three  brands  combined. 
It’s  the  best  you  can  buy!  There’s  no  flakes  like  Foam! 

17.  Don’t  hurry!  The  train  is  due  now,  but  you  know  how  that  railroad 
is.  We  have  plenty  of  time. 

18.  My  daughter  Desdemona  has  always  been  innocent,  modest,  retiring. 
She  had  no  interest  in  men.  If  she  actually  has  eloped  with  Othello, 
he  must  have  drugged  her  with  some  sort  of  magic  potion.  And 
since  Othello  is  a  foreigner,  of  a  different  race  from  ours,  that  is  un¬ 
doubtedly  what  he  did.  Those  people  know  all  about  casting  evil 
spells. 

19.  I  never  did  trust  him.  He  always  had  that  sneaky  look  on  his  face. 

20.  If  you  prohibit  the  taking  of  pictures  while  the  court  is  in  session, 
you  are  interfering  with  the  freedom  of  the  press,  which  is  a  funda¬ 
mental  right  guaranteed  by  the  Constitution. 

EXERCISE  9 

Taking  one  or  more  of  the  following  propositions ,  reconstruct , 
in  one  or  two  clearly  phrased  paragraphs ,  the  premises  which  presum¬ 
ably  lie  behind  the  conclusion  as  stated ,  and  then  criticize  the  chain 
of  reasoning  thus  developed.  Is  the  inference  sound ,  or  is  there  a 
flaw  somewhere  which  makes  the  statement  unacceptable ? 

1 .  Like  all  students,  I  have  a  mind  that  is  better  suited  for  certain  types 
of  work  than  for  others.  In  my  case,  I  inevitably  make  out  better 
in  science  courses  than  in  courses  involving  language  or  the  arts. 
Nothing  I  can  do  about  it. 

2.  There’s  no  use  in  voting  when  you’re  only  one  of  180,000,000  people 
in  the  country.  A  single  vote  is  no  more  important  or  decisive  than 
a  raindrop  in  the  ocean. 

3.  Organizations  like  the  U.  N.  must  do  everything  in  their  power  to 
encourage  nations  whose  food  supply  is  inadequate  to  artificially 
limit  their  birth  rates. 

4.  Taking  only  an  elementary  semester  course  in  a  certain  subject,  as 
many  “broadening”  curricula  require,  is  pointless.  You  could  spend 
the  time  better  by  taking  an  extra  course  in  your  major. 

5.  If  television  programs  are  mostly  insults  to  the  mature  intelligence, 
don’t  blame  the  networks  or  the  advertisers.  They  simply  are  giving 
the  great  American  public  what  it  wants. 
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6.  Belonging  to  a  fraternity  (or  sorority)  which  places  much  stress  on 
its  academic  standing  in  relation  to  the  other  houses  on  campus  will 
help  my  grades. 

7.  In  this  age  of  intercontinental  ballistic  missiles,  it  is  a  waste  of 
money  for  the  nation  to  maintain  a  fantastically  expensive  air  force 
equipped  with  piloted  planes. 

8.  A  student  who  has  never  been  able  to  appreciate  or  even  understand 
poetry  should  avoid  electing  a  course  in  English  literature. 

9.  If  a  college  wants  to  recognize  and  reward  its  outstanding  teachers, 
it  can’t  do  so  with  any  fairness  by  conducting  polls  among  the  stu¬ 
dents,  because  that  sort  of  thing  always  degenerates  into  a  mere 
popularity  contest. 

10.  The  attempts  by  some  religious  groups  to  censor  or  boycott  movies 
to  which  they  object  is  a  violation  of  a  basic  American  freedom. 


Other  Steps  toward  Clearer  Thinking 

In  addition  to  the  pitfalls  awaiting  the  unwary  in  formal  induc¬ 
tive  and  deductive  thinking,  there  are  a  number  of  common  errors 
which  perhaps  can  be  called  "abuses  of  logic"  only  by  courtesy.  Some 
of  them,  at  least,  may  be  described  as  sheer  avoidances  of  logic.  There 
is  not  space  here  to  discuss  all  the  types  that  would  be  covered  by  a 
book  on  logic.  We  shall  simply  select  a  few  of  the  most  frequently 
encountered  kinds,  to  demonstrate  the  ways  in  which  some  familiar 
techniques  of  unfair  persuasion  can  be  dealt  with.  For  the  sake  of 
convenience,  we  may  classify  these  devices  as: 

1.  Introducing  emotion  in  place  of  evidence. 

2.  Attacking  a  person  instead  of  a  principle. 

3.  Introducing  irrelevant  or  unproved  evidence. 

4.  Oversimplifying  the  issue  or  the  evidence. 

5.  Suppressing  evidence. 

6.  Distorting  evidence. 

These  categories  constantly  overlap.  Unlike  a  flower  or  a  moth,  which 
can  be  mounted  and  given  a  label  that  clearly  assigns  it  to  a  particular 
genus  and  species,  many  specimens  of  unfair  argumentation  and 
cloudy  thinking  fall  into  several  classifications  simultaneously. 
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We  have  already  looked  at  the  first  kind  of  obstacles  to  clear 
thinking— the  substitution  of  emotion  for  facts— in  Chapter  One.  The 
effectiveness  of  name-calling  and  the  glittering  generality  depends  on 
stock  responses.  Just  as  the  scientist  Pavlov,  in  a  classic  experiment, 
conditioned  dogs  to  step  up  their  production  of  saliva  every  time  he 
rang  a  bell,  so  the  shrewd  persuader  expects  his  reader  to  react  auto¬ 
matically— without  thought— to  language  that  stirs  his  prejudices. 

The  dividing  line  between  name-calling  and  the  smear  or  mud- 
slinging  technique  is  almost  invisible,  and  in  common  usage  the  terms 
are  virtually  interchangeable.  But  the  mudslinger  makes  personal 
attacks  on  his  opponent,  not  merely  by  hurling  a  few  choice  epithets, 
but  (often)  by  presenting  an  array  of  supposedly  damaging  evidence 
against  his  opponent’s  motives,  character,  and  private  life.  Thus  the 
audience’s  attention  is  diverted  from  the  argument  itself  to  a  subject 
which  is  more  likely  to  stir  up  prejudices.  If,  for  example,  in  denounc¬ 
ing  his  opponent’s  position  on  the  reduction  of  the  national  debt,  a 
candidate  refers  to  Mr.  X’s  connection  with  certain  well-known  gam¬ 
blers,  he  ceases  to  argue  his  case  on  its  merits  and  casts  doubt  upon 
his  opponent’s  personal  character.  His  object  is  not  primarily  to  hurt 
Mr.  X’s  feelings,  but  to  arouse  bias  against  Mr.  X  in  his  hearer’s 
mind.  Every  critical  reader  or  listener  must  train  himself  to  detect 
and  reject  these  irrelevant  aspersions.  It  may  be,  indeed,  that  Mr.  X 
has  shady  connections  with  the  underworld.  But  that  has  nothing 
to  do  with  the  abstract  rights  or  wrongs  of  his  position  on  a  national 
issue.  Although,  as  the  history  of  American  politics  shows,  it  is  a 
hard  thing  to  do,  issues  should  be  discussed  apart  from  character  and 
motives.  The  latter  are  also  important,  since  obviously  they  bear 
upon  a  candidate’s  fitness  for  public  office,  but  they  call  for  a  separate 
discussion. 

A  somewhat  more  subtle  kind  of  personal  attack  is  the  innuendo , 
which  differs  from  the  direct  accusation  roughly  as  a  hint  differs 
from  a  plain  statement.  It  is  chiefly  useful  where  there  are  no  facts 
to  give  even  a  semblance  of  support  to  a  forthright  charge.  The  writer 
or  speaker  therefore  slyly  plants  seeds  of  doubt  or  suspicion  in  the 
reader’s  or  listener’s  mind  without  saying  anything  that  he  could  be 
forced  to  retract  later.  Innuendo  is  a  trick  that  is  safe,  effective,  and 
dirty.  It  is  a  favorite  weapon  of  the  gossip.  “They  were  parked  for  an 
hour  with  the  lights  out.”  The  statement,  in  itself,  may  be  entirely 
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true;  but  what  counts  is  the  implication  it  is  meant  to  convey.  The 
unfairness  is  compounded  when  the  doubts  that  the  innuendo  raises 
concern  matters  that  have  nothing  to  do  with  the  issue  anyway.  An 
example  of  the  irrelevant  innuendo  is  found  in  the  writings  of  the 
historian  Charles  A.  Beard.  In  assailing  the  ideas  of  another  historian, 
Admiral  Alfred  T.  Mahan,  Beard  referred  to  him  as  “the  son  of  a 
professor  and  swivel-chair  tactician  at  West  Point/'  who  “served 
respectably,  but  without  distinction,  for  a  time  in  the  navy,"  and 
“found  an  easy  berth  at  the  Naval  War  College."  Actually,  the  occu¬ 
pation  of  Mahan's  father  has  nothing  to  do  with  the  validity  of  the 
son's  arguments;  but  observe  the  sneer— which  is  meant  to  be  trans¬ 
ferred  from  father  to  son— in  “professor"  and  “swivel-chair  tactician." 
Beard's  reference  to  Mahan's  naval  record  is  a  good  elementary  in¬ 
stance  of  damning  with  faint  praise.  And  whether  or  not  Mahan's 
was  “an  easy  berth"  at  the  Naval  War  College  (that  is  a  matter  of 
opinion),  it  too  has  no  place  in  a  discussion  of  the  man's  ideas. 

Another  instance  of  the  way  in  which  emotionally  loaded  lan¬ 
guage  can  be  combined  with  irrelevant  or  unproved  evidence  to  stir 
prejudice  may  be  taken  from  the  field  of  art.  A  modern  critic  con¬ 
demned  certain  pictures  as  “a  conventional  rehash  of  cubist  patterns 
born  among  the  wastrels  of  Paris  forty  years  ago."  In  so  doing,  he 
attacked  the  art  through  the  artist.  The  artistic  merit  of  pictures  has 
nothing  to  do  with  the  private  lives  of  the  people  who  painted  them. 
The  painters  referred  to  may  well  have  been  wastrels,  but  that  fact— 
if  it  is  a  fact— has  no  bearing  on  the  point  at  issue.  The  assumed  con¬ 
nection  between  the  personal  virtues  or  shortcomings  of  an  artist 
and  the  esthetic  value  of  his  productions  has  resulted  in  a  great  deal 
of  confused  thinking  about  literature,  music,  and  the  other  arts. 

Another  diversionary  tactic  is  the  red  herring.  This  is  an  irrele¬ 
vant  issue  introduced  into  a  controversy  when  one  side  feels  its  case, 
argued  strictly  on  merit,  is  too  weak,  or  when,  the  opposition  having 
demolished  its  previous  arguments,  it  wants  to  change  the  subject. 
The  red-herring  technique  may  involve  shifting  attention  from  princi¬ 
ples  to  personalities,  but  without  necessarily  smearing.  Since  neither 
playing  golf  nor  having  fairly  elevated  intellectual  interests  is  yet 
counted  sinful  or  criminal,  a  political  party  slings  no  mud  (though  it 
may  arouse  prejudice)  when  it  constantly  alludes  to  the  other  party's 
candidate  as  a  golf  addict  or  a  highbrow.  Still,  such  matters  are  largely 
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irrelevant  to  the  main  argument,  which  is  whether  one  candidate  and 
what  he  stands  for,  or  the  other  candidate  and  his  platform,  will  bet¬ 
ter  serve  the  interests  of  the  nation.  The  red-herring  device  need  not 
involve  personalities  at  all;  it  may  take  the  form  simply  of  substituting 
one  impersonal  issue  for  another.  If  a  large  corporation  is  under  fire 
for  alleged  monopolistic  practices,  its  public-relations  men  may  start 
an  elaborate  advertising  campaign  to  show  how  well  the  company’s 
workers  are  treated.  Thus,  if  the  campaign  succeeds,  the  bad  publicity 
suffered  because  of  the  assertions  that  the  company  has  been  trying 
to  corner  the  market  may  be  counteracted  by  the  public’s  approval 
of  its  fine  labor  policy. 

Several  of  the  techniques  mentioned  so  far  depend  on  the  princi¬ 
ple  of  association,  by  which  one  idea  receives  emotional  coloration 
from  another  close  by.  The  transfer  device  also  exploits  the  reader’s 
willingness  to  link  one  idea  with  another,  even  though  the  two  may 
not  be  logically  connected.  On  the  positive  side,  it  is  an  attempt  to 
clothe  the  subject  of  one’s  praise  in  borrowed  raiment  that  gives  it 
a  dignity,  an  attractiveness  it  may  not  possess  by  itself. 

Here  is  an  advertisement  that  illustrates  how  transfer  works: 

THE  TELEPHONE  POLE  THAT  BECAME  A  MEMORIAL 

The  cottage  on  Lincoln  Street  in  Portland,  Oregon,  is  shaded 
by  graceful  trees  and  covered  with  ivy. 

Many  years  ago,  A.  H.  Feldman  and  his  wife  remodeled  the 
house  to  fit  their  dreams  .  .  .  and  set  out  strips  of  ivy  around  it.  And 
when  their  son,  Danny,  came  along,  he,  too,  liked  to  watch  things 
grow.  One  day,  when  he  was  only  nine,  he  took  a  handful  of  ivy 
slips  and  planted  them  at  the  base  of  the  telephone  pole  in  front  of 
the  house. 

Time  passed  .  .  .  and  the  ivy  grew,  climbing  to  the  top  of  the 
pole.  Like  the  ivy,  Danny  grew  too.  He  finished  high  school,  went 
to  college.  The  war  came  along  before  he  finished — and  Danny  went 
overseas.  And  there  he  gave  his  life  for  his  country. 

Not  very  long  ago  the  overhead  telephone  lines  were  being  re¬ 
moved  from  the  poles  on  Lincoln  Street.  The  ivy-covered  telephone 
pole  in  front  of  the  Feldman  home  was  about  to  be  taken  down.  Its 
work  was  done. 

But,  when  the  telephone  crew  arrived,  Mrs.  Feldman  came  out 
to  meet  them.  “Couldn’t  it  be  left  standing?”  she  asked.  And  then 
she  told  them  about  her  son. 
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So  the  pole,  although  no  longer  needed,  wasn’t  touched  at  all. 
At  the  request  of  the  telephone  company,  the  Portland  City  Council 
passed  a  special  ordinance  permitting  the  company  to  leave  it  stand¬ 
ing.  And  there  it  is  today,  mantled  in  ivy,  a  living  memorial  to  Ser¬ 
geant  Danny  Feldman. 

What  did  the  telephone  company  wish  to  accomplish  by  this 
ad?  The  reader  is  not  urged  to  install  a  telephone,  or  to  equip  his 
house  with  extra  telephones,  or  to  use  any  of  the  various  new  services 
the  company  has  developed;  nor  is  he  told  how  inexpensive  and  effi¬ 
cient  those  services  are.  Instead,  this  is  what  is  known  as  an  “institu¬ 
tional”  advertisement:  one  whose  purpose  is  to  inspire  public  esteem, 
even  affection,  for  the  company. 

How  is  it  done?  Simply  by  telling  a  little  anecdote,  without  a 
word  to  point  the  moral.  Every  detail  is  meticulously  chosen  for  its 
emotional  appeal:  the  cottage  (“home,  sweet  home”  theme);  the  ivy 
(symbol  of  endurance  through  the  years;  often  combined,  as  here, 
with  the  idea  of  the  family  homestead);  the  little  boy  (evoking  all 
the  feelings  associated  with  childhood);  the  young  man  dying  in  the 
war  (evoking  patriotic  sentiment).  Thus  at  least  four  symbols  are 
combined— all  of  them  with  great  power  to  touch  the  heartstrings. 
Then  the  climax:  Will  the  company  cut  down  the  ivy-covered  pole? 
Company  to  many  people  has  a  connotation  of  hardheartedness,  im¬ 
personality,  coldness,  which  is  the  very  impression  this  particular 
company,  one  of  the  biggest  in  the  world,  wants  to  erase.  So,  with  no 
hint  of  a  boast— indeed,  with  almost  excessive  modesty— the  company 
reports  that  it  went  to  the  trouble  of  getting  special  permission  to 
leave  this  one  pole  standing,  “mantled  in  ivy,  a  living  memorial.” 

The  writer  of  the  advertisement  has,  in  effect,  urged  his  readers 
to  transfer  to  the  telephone  company  the  sympathies  aroused  by  his 
story.  The  ivy-covered  telephone  pole  aptly  symbolizes  what  he 
wanted  to  do— to  “mantle”  the  prosaic  pole  (symbolizing  the  com¬ 
pany)  with  the  ivy  that  is  associated  with  home,  childhood,  and  heroic 
death.  If  it  is  possible  to  make  one  feel  sentimental  about  a  giant 
corporation,  an  advertisement  like  this— arousing  certain  feelings  by 
means  of  one  set  of  objects  and  then  deftly  transferring  those  feelings 
to  another  object— will  do  it.  But  the  story,  while  true  enough,  is  after 
all  only  one  incident,  and  a  sound  generalization  about  the  character 
of  a  vast  company  cannot  be  formed  from  a  single  anecdote.  The 


OTHER  STEPS  TOWARD  CLEARER  THINKING  *  155 

company  may  well  be  as  “human”  as  the  advertisement  implies,  but 
it  is  through  an  appeal  to  our  sympathies,  not  our  reason,  that  we  are 
led  to  that  belief. 

A  second  extremely  common  form  of  “transfer”  is  the  borrowing 
of  prestige  from  a  highly  respected  institution  (country,  religion,  edu¬ 
cation)  or  individual  (statesman,  philosopher,  scientist),  for  the  sake 
of  adorning  something  else.  Political  orators  sometimes  work  into  their 
speeches  quotations  from  Scripture  or  from  the  secular  “sacred  writ¬ 
ings”  (the  Declaration  of  Independence,  the  Preamble  to  the  Con¬ 
stitution,  the  Gettysburg  Address).  Such  quotations  are  depended 
upon  to  arouse  favorable  emotions  in  the  breasts  of  the  auditors, 
emotions  which  are  then  transferred  to  the  orators  pet  policy.  Much 
of  William  Jennings  Bryan's  success  as  a  public  figure  was  due  to 
the  way  in  which  he  transformed  an  ordinary  political  campaign  into 
a  quasi-religious  crusade  by  his  “Cross  of  Gold”  speech:  “You  shall 
not  press  down  upon  the  brow  of  labor  this  crown  of  thorns;  you 
shall  not  crucify  mankind  upon  a  cross  of  gold!”  Actually,  although 
the  underlying  idea,  that  the  national  monetary  policy  at  the  end  of 
the  nineteenth  century  worked  to  the  serious  disadvantage  of  the 
“common  man,”  was  entirely  sound,  the  metaphor  in  which  it  was 
expressed  was  not.  There  is  no  connection  between  economics  and 
the  passion  and  crucifixion  of  Jesus.  But  the  metaphor  succeeded  ad¬ 
mirably  in  rallying  to  Bryan's  cause  millions  of  Americans  to  whom 
Biblical  allusion  had  the  most  powerful  of  connotations.  In  the  Presi¬ 
dential  campaign  of  1912  Theodore  Roosevelt  capitalized  upon  the 
same  emotions  with  his  cry,  “We  stand  at  Armageddon,  and  we  battle 
for  the  Lord!”  World  War  I  was  often  spoken  of  as  “the  great  cru¬ 
sade,”  and  even  though  the  phrase  went  sour  during  the  disillusion¬ 
ment  of  the  1920s  and  1930s,  the  idea  of  “crusade”  regained  enough 
potency  to  recommend  itself  to  the  Republican  strategists  in  1952. 
On  the  whole,  however,  as  the  influence  of  the  Bible  and  religious 
symbols  generally  upon  men's  emotional  responses  declines,  these 
devices  are  losing  favor  with  persuaders.  Similarly,  mention  of  Valley 
Forge,  the  Founding  Fathers,  and  other  familiar  patriotic  symbols  is 
not  as  inevitable  in  political  appeals  as  it  used  to  be;  they  have  worn 
too  thin  to  be  of  much  use.  But  Republicans  still  seize  on  Lincoln's 
birthday  as  an  annual  occasion  for  dinners  and  speechmaking,  just  as 
Democrats  use  Jefferson's  for  the  same  purpose. 
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When  analyzing  an  appeal  that  uses  quotations  from  men  and 
women  who  have  achieved  renown  in  one  field  or  another,  the  crucial 
question  is  whether  the  quotation  is  appropriate  here.  Does  it  have 
real  relevance  to  the  point  at  issue?  It  is  all  very  well  to  quote  Wash¬ 
ington  or  Jefferson  or  Lincoln  in  support  of  one's  political  stand— 
but  it  must  be  remembered  that  circumstances  have  changed  im¬ 
mensely  since  those  quotations  were  first  uttered,  and  their  applica¬ 
bility  to  a  new  situation  may  be  dubious  indeed.  The  implication  is, 
This  man,  who  we  agree  was  great  and  wise,  said  certain  things  which 
"prove"  the  justice  of  my  own  stand;  therefore  it  behooves  you  to 
believe  I  am  right.  But  to  have  a  valid  argument,  the  writer  must 
prove  that  the  word  of  the  authorities  whom  he  cites  has  a  logical 
bearing  on  the  present  issue.  If  that  is  true,  then  he  is  borrowing  not 
so  much  their  popular  prestige  as  their  wisdom— which  is  perfectly 
permissible. 

In  essence,  what  the  writer  who  invokes  august  authority  for  his 
point  of  view  does  is  to  imply  that  if  the  great  men  of  the  past  were 
living  today,  they  would  write  testimonials  in  behalf  of  his  position. 
The  familiar  testimonials  of  present-day  advertising  are  another  in¬ 
stance  of  the  transfer  device.  In  some  cases,  the  "authority"  who 
testifies  has  some  connection  with  the  type  of  product  advertised. 
The  problem  to  settle  here  is,  When  we  try  to  decide  which  brand 
of  surgical  cotton  is  best,  how  much  weight  may  we  reasonably  attach 
to  the  enthusiastic  statements  of  certain  nurses  (who,  in  addition  to 
being  quoted,  are  pictured  in  their  starched,  antiseptic  prettiness)? 
When  we  are  thinking  of  buying  a  tennis  racket,  should  we  accept 
the  say-so  of  a  champion,  who,  after  all,  is  well  paid  for  telling  us 
that  he  considers  a  certain  make  to  be  the  best  of  all  possible  rackets? 
In  other  cases,  the  testifying  authority  may  have  no  formal,  profes¬ 
sional  connection  with  the  product  he  recommends.  An  actor,  who 
may  very  well  be  a  master  of  his  particular  art,  praises  a  whisky,  an 
after-shave  lotion,  or  a  new  convertible.  He  likes  it,  he  says;  but,  we 
may  ask,  does  the  fact  that  he  is  a  successful  actor  make  him  better 
qualified  than  any  person  who  is  not  an  actor  to  judge  a  whisky,  a 
lotion,  or  a  car?  Competence  in  one  field  does  not  necessarily  imply 
competence  in  another. 

Furthermore,  in  recent  times  it  has  been  increasingly  customary 
for  advertisers  to  borrow  the  prestige  of  science  and  medicine  to 
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enhance  the  reputation  of  their  products.  The  American  people  have 
come  to  feel  for  the  laboratory  scientist  and  the  physician  an  awe 
once  reserved  for  bishops  and  statesmen.  The  alleged  approval  of  such 
men  thus  carries  great  weight  when  it  is  a  question  of  selling  some¬ 
thing,  or  (which  amounts  to  the  same  thing)  inducing  someone  to 
believe  something.  Phrases  such  as  "leading  medical  authorities 
say  .  .  .”  or  "independent  laboratory  tests  show  .  .  .”  are  designed 
simply  to  transfer  the  prestige  of  science,  which  presumably  is  incapa¬ 
ble  of  either  error  or  corruption,  to  a  toothpaste  or  a  cereal.  Seldom 
are  the  precise  "medical  authorities”  or  "independent  laboratories” 
named.  But  the  mere  phrases  have  vast  weight  with  the  uncritical. 
Similarly  too  the  honorific  "Dr.”  or  "professor”  implies  that  the 
person  quoted  speaks  with  all  the  authority  of  which  learned  men 
are  capable— when  as  a  matter  of  fact  doctorates  can  be  bought 
from  mail-order  colleges.  Whenever,  therefore,  an  attempt  is  made 
to  convince  by  appeal  to  the  prestige  that  surrounds  the  learned,  the 
reader  should  demand  full  credentials.  Just  what  medical  authorities 
say  this?  Can  they  be  trusted?  What  independent  laboratories  made 
the  test— and  what,  actually,  did  the  tests  reveal?  Who  is  this  man 
that  speaks  as  an  expert  educator  or  psychologist  or  economist? 
Regardless  of  the  fact  that  he  is  called  "doctor,”  does  he  know  what 
he  is  talking  about? 

Whenever  the  power  of  reputation  and  authority  is  invoked  in 
behalf  of  a  policy  or  a  product,  it  is  well  to  remember  that  before  he 
can  testify  in  a  court  of  law,  a  man  about  to  provide  specialized  evi¬ 
dence,  which  may  have  an  important  bearing  on  the  jury's  decision, 
must  establish  his  competence  in  his  field.  A  pathologist,  a  psychia¬ 
trist,  an  engineer  is  asked  to  outline  briefly  the  nature  of  his  special 
training  and  experience.  It  would  not  hurt  if,  when  we  encounter 
the  appeal  to  authority  in  any  type  of  persuasive  writing,  we  adopted 
the  strategy  of  the  opposing  lawyer  and  probed  more  deeply  into  the 
witness'  genuine  competence  to  speak  on  the  particular  issue  that  is 
before  us.  A  few  pages  later  on,  we  shall  suggest  some  pertinent  ques¬ 
tions  in  this  respect. 

At  many  places  in  the  present  chapter  we  have  been  dealing  with 
various  kinds  of  oversimplification,  though  not  usually  identifying 
them  as  such.  We  have  said  that  no  hypothesis  is  sound  unless  it  takes 
into  account  all  the  factors  that  are  related  to  it;  and  when  we  touched 
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on  the  syllogism,  we  warned  against  the  error  of  drawing  a  universal 
conclusion  (a  11,  always ,  never,  none)  from  a  qualified  premise  (most, 
some,  few).  Unfortunately,  with  our  natural  human  indolence,  to  say 
nothing  of  our  intellectual  limitations,  we  are  always  eager  to  view 
questions  in  their  simplest  terms  and  to  make  our  decisions  on  the 
basis  of  only  a  few  of  the  many  elements  which  the  problem  involves. 
If  that  is  true  of  problems  of  a  practical  nature,  such  as  those  we 
cited  to  illustrate  the  use  of  the  hypothesis,  how  much  more  true  it 
is  of  those  involving  a  question  of  human  conduct,  or  a  grave  decision 
facing  the  voters  or  the  statesmen  of  a  nation!  The  problem  of  the 
so-called  minority  groups  in  America,  for  instance,  is  not  simply  one 
of  abstract  justice,  as  many  would  like  to  think  it;  it  involves  deeply 
complex  issues  of  economics,  sociology,  and  politics.  Nor  can  one 
say  with  easy  assurance:  ‘The  federal  government  should  guarantee 
every  farmer  a  decent  income,  even  if  the  money  comes  from  the 
pocketbooks  of  the  citizens  who  are  the  farmer's  own  customers”— 
or  “It  is  the  obligation  of  every  educational  institution  to  purge  its 
faculty  of  everyone  who  holds  leftist  sympathies.”  Perhaps  each  of 
these  propositions  is  sound,  perhaps  neither  is;  but  before  it  is  adopted 
as  a  settled  conviction,  the  intelligent  man  or  woman  must  canvass 
its  full  implications,  just  as  he  should  do  with  any  hypothesis.  After 
the  implications  have  been  explored,  it  may  be  found  that  there  is 
more  evidence  against  the  proposition  than  there  is  supporting  it;  in 
which  case  it  should  be  abandoned. 

Countless  false  generalizations  concerning  parties,  races,  religions, 
and  nations— to  say  nothing  of  individuals— are  the  result  of  the  deep- 
seated  human  desire  to  reduce  a  complex  idea  to  its  simplest  terms.* 
Democrats  tend  to  think  of  all  Republicans  as  progress-obstructing 
conservatives,  when  in  fact  many  Republicans  are  more  “liberal”  than 
many  Democrats.  Some  Protestants  regard  Catholics  as  bigoted  and 
superstitious,  even  though  the  views  they  regard  as  bigoted  and 
the  practices  they  regard  as  superstitious  may  have  their  roots  deep 
in  the  philosophical  grounds  of  the  Catholic  religion.  Similarly  some 
Catholics  regard  Protestants  as  infidels  or  atheists,  although  there  may 
be  as  much  philosophical  justification  for  Protestant  doctrine  as  there 
is  for  Catholic.  It  is  easier  to  condemn  than  to  understand.  But  every 
man  and  woman  has  a  pressing  moral,  as  well  as  intellectual,  obliga- 

*  Recall  Exercise  22  in  Chapter  One  (pp.  32-33). 
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tion  to  analyze  the  basis  of  every  judgment  he  or  she  makes:  “Am  I 
examining  every  aspect  of  the  issue  that  needs  to  be  examined— do  I 
understand  the  problem  sufficiently  to  be  able  to  make  a  fair  decision 
—or  am  I  taking  the  easiest  way  out?" 

A  particularly  dangerous  form  of  oversimplification  is  the  either- 
or  assumption ,  which  denies  the  possibility  of  any  middle  ground, 
or  of  shadings  or  variations  between  two  extremes.  It  insists,  on  the 
contrary,  that  something  is  either  A  or  Z,  and  that  between  the  two 
there  is  not  B,  C  .  .  .  X,  Y,  but  only  a  vacuum;  that  in  the  spectrums 
of  politics,  ethics,  religion  there  are  only  absolute  blacks  and  absolute 
whites.  But  everywhere  we  turn  in  life,  we  know  that  this  is  not  the 
case.  Instead  of  two  positions  between  which  we  must  choose,  there 
may  be  three,  or  there  may  be  a  dozen.  To  divide  all  people  into  two 
classes,  the  “sane"  and  the  “insane,"  is  to  neglect  the  fact  that  there 
are  innumerable  gradations  of  sanity,  and  only  by  an  artificial  defini¬ 
tion  do  medical  men  and  jurists  decide  that  one  person  is  sane  and 
another  insane.  There  are  not  merely  “good"  writers  and  “bad" 
writers,  but  all  shades  of  competence  in  between;  not  merely  “godly" 
people  and  “atheists,"  but  all  shades  of  religious  faith.  The  law, 
though  often  arbitrary,  as  in  its  insistence  on  a  choice  between  “guilty" 
and  “not  guilty,"  equally  often  recognizes  the  existence  of  degrees  of 
guilt,  as  in  its  allowing  any  one  of  several  different  charges  to  be 
brought  against  a  man  accused  of  killing  another,  its  enabling  a  jury 
to  accompany  a  verdict  of  guilty  with  a  recommendation  of  mercy, 
and  its  giving  judges  wide  discretion  as  to  the  severity  of  the  sentence 
imposed. 

The  either-or  assumption  is  the  prime  weapon  of  the  intolerant. 
It  is  the  means  by  which  one  group,  which  flatters  itself  that  it,  and 
it  alone,  basks  in  the  light  of  truth,  denounces  all  others  as  children 
of  darkness.  All  too  familiar  in  recent  times  has  been  the  conflict 
represented  in  this  dialogue: 

“We  have  all  the  right  on  our  side  (A).  We  are  militantly  op¬ 
posed  to  the  evil  which  is  Z.  Therefore  you  must  come  out  in  favor 
of  A  and  help  us  fight  it." 

“But  I  don't  think  the  issue  is  absolutely  clear-cut.  There's  some¬ 
thing  to  be  said  for  and  against  both  A  and  Z.  And  isn't  there  at  least 
one  alternative — M?" 

“No,  there  isn't.  You've  got  to  make  your  choice  between  A  and 
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Z.  A  is  wholly  right,  Z  is  wholly  wrong.  If  you’re  not  pro- A,  heart  and 
soul,  then  you  must  be  pro-Z.  If  you’re  pro-Z,  obviously  you’re  dedi¬ 
cated  to  evil.” 

This  dialogue,  it  need  hardly  be  said,  is  itself  imaginary.  It 
never  takes  place  because,  by  describing  his  position  in  such  bald 
terms,  the  partisan  of  the  all-good  A  would  expose  the  weakness  of 
his  stand.  Arrogance  based  on  the  either-or  assumption  is  a  poor 
substitute  for  open-mindedness  based  on  the  realization  that  most 
issues  in  life  are  not  as  simple  as  people  make  them  out  to  be. 

False  analogy  is  another  kind  of  oversimplification.  Analogy  itself 
is  based  on  a  resemblance,  in  one  or  more  particulars,  between  two 
situations,  objects,  or  persons.  It  is  usually  employed  in  an  attempt 
to  simplify  and  make  more  vivid  a  complex  idea.  Newspaper  political 
cartoons  are  often  nothing  more  than  pictorial  analogies.  Often  such 
analogies  serve  admirably  to  point  up,  dramatically  and  colorfully, 
the  crux  of  a  problem.  The  analogy  of  a  governmental  agency  in  the 
role  of  the  legendary  Dutch  boy,  trying  desperately  to  stop  a  leak  in 
the  dike  (“national  economy”)  while  the  waves  of  the  sea  (“infla¬ 
tion”)  are  already  spilling  over  the  top  of  the  dike,  is  plainly  very 
useful.  But  the  ever-present  danger  is  that  the  analogy  will  assume 
a  nonexistent  resemblance  between  the  two  objects  of  comparison. 
“Don’t  change  horses  in  the  middle  of  a  stream”  is  a  familiar  cry  in 
political  campaigns  when,  pleading  a  national  emergency,  the  parti¬ 
sans  of  the  incumbent  in  office  declare  he  cannot  be  superseded  with¬ 
out  grave  danger  to  the  country.  There  is,  of  course,  a  superficial 
similarity  between  the  two  situations:  changing  horses  in  the  middle 
of  a  swift  stream  is  dangerous,  and  so  too  may  be  changing  public 
officials  at  certain  junctures  in  national  affairs.  But  riding  horseback 
is  not  much  like  being  president  of  the  United  States,  and  while 
there  may  be  only  one  or  two  reasons  why  one  should  or  should  not 
change  horses,  there  may  be  many  reasons,  none  of  them  having 
anything  to  do  with  horseback  riding,  why  one  man  should  be  elected 
president  and  not  another.  Equally  dangerous  is  any  attempt  to  prove 
a  point  which  is  based  on  the  fancy  that  the  nations  of  the  world 
are  like  children,  and  that  when  one  nation  does  not  have  its  way  it 
goes  into  a  corner  and  sulks;  or  that  two  opponents,  labor  and  capital, 
for  example,  may  be  likened  to  two  prize  fighters  squaring  off  in  the 
ring,  with  some  government  official  or  agency  as  referee.  Such  analo- 
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gies  are,  we  repeat,  useful  in  dramatizing  a  situation;  but  it  is  always 
perilous  to  maintain  that  because  two  situations  are  alike  in  one  or 
two  respects,  anything  that  is  true  of  one  is  necessarily  true  of  the 
other. 

In  one  way  or  another,  the  various  techniques  of  oversimplifica¬ 
tion  distort  the  truth:  they  fail  to  "give  the  whole  picture/'  Wrench¬ 
ing  from  context  is  one  other  device  that  accomplishes  the  same  end. 
A  sentence  or  a  phrase  can  easily  mean  one  thing  when  it  is  quoted 
alone,  and  a  quite  different  thing  if  it  is  read  against  the  background 
of  the  whole  discussion  to  which  it  belongs.  An  extreme  example  is 
a  sentence  from  a  newspaper  review  of  a  new  movie:  ‘Tor  about  five 
minutes  ‘Fruits  of  Desire'  is  a  topnotch  show,  brilliantly  acted  and 
magnificently  photographed.  After  that  it  degenerates  into  a  dismal 
spectacle  of  Hollywood  hokum."  It  would  not  be  surprising  to  see 
the  subsequent  advertisements  of  the  movie  flaunting  this  headline: 
“  ‘A  topnotch  show,  brilliantly  acted  and  magnificently  photographed 
...  a  spectacle'— Smith,  Daily  News.”  The  familiar  “avoid  foreign 
entanglements"  advice  in  Washington's  farewell  address,  when  read 
in  full  context,  means  something  very  different  from  what  it  means 
when  quoted  separately.  And  probably  no  public  figure  whose  state¬ 
ments  are  quoted  in  the  newspapers  or  on  the  radio  has  ever  escaped 
the  chagrin  that  comes  from  seeing  prominence  given  to  one  or  two 
paragraphs  of  his  latest  speech  which,  thus  isolated,  completely  dis¬ 
tort  his  argument.  Listening  to  a  speech  or  reading  an  advance  copy, 
a  reporter  will  quickly  select  a  passage  or  two  which  he  thinks  will 
make  the  best  (that  is,  the  most  exciting)  story  and,  if  the  speech  is  a 
controversial  one,  will  fit  in  best  with  his  paper's  policy.  The  sen¬ 
tences  thus  selected  for  quotation  may  be  relatively  unimportant— 
a  mere  aside  in  the  speaker's  main  discourse;  and,  when  wrenched 
from  context,  they  may  represent  the  speaker  as  saying  something 
entirely  different  from  what  he  meant.  The  truly  critical  reader  will 
never  base  an  opinion  upon  the  exceedingly  fragmentary  press  report 
of  someone's  public  utterance.  He  will  withhold  opinion  until  he  can 
see  the  full  text  as  printed  in,  for  example,  The  New  York  Times. 

Although  in  everyday  usage  it  is  quotations  alone  that  are  said 
to  be  “wrenched  from  their  context,"  the  meaning  of  events  them¬ 
selves  is  often  exaggerated  and  otherwise  distorted  when  they  are 
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separated  from  their  background.  (In  its  wider  sense,  context  means 
“the  whole  background  or  situation  against  which  an  occurrence  is 
to  be  viewed”)  This  is  one  of  the  chief  faults  of  daily  journalism. 
Although  some  attempt  is  made,  especially  in  syndicated  columns, 
to  fill  in  the  background  of  the  news,  by  and  large  the  content  of  the 
news  columns  themselves  is  determined  by  several  considerations,  all 
of  which  tend  to  isolate  the  individual  event  from  the  context  against 
which  it  must  be  viewed  if  its  true  importance  (or  lack  of  impor¬ 
tance)  is  to  be  understood.  One  is  the  necessity  the  journalist  faces 
of  finding  a  “news  angle”— something  that  a  copy  editor  can  put  a 
dramatic  headline  over.  No  matter  if  the  “angle”  seizes  upon  some 
trivial  or  irrelevant  occurrence,  an  insignificant  side  issue;  the  “story” 
is  the  thing.  In  an  international  conference,  a  brief  “clash”  of  tempers 
between  two  diplomats  will  provide  fine  headlines  for  the  evening 
papers.  The  “clash”  may  be  over  in  two  minutes  and  someone  else 
may  make  a  speech  of  top  importance  an  hour  later;  the  momentary 
flaring  of  tempers  nevertheless  remains  the  news  of  the  day.  Similarly, 
the  day-to-day  reporting  of  the  work  of  Congress  is  a  relatively  dull 
affair;  somehow  it  must  be  livened  up.  Hence  every  congressman 
who  “hurls  a  charge”  at  someone  else,  however  unfounded  the 
charge,  is  sure  of  ample  newspaper  coverage. 

Because  most  newspapers  are  preoccupied  with  whatever  is  con¬ 
troversial  and  dramatic,  much  important  news  goes  unreported.  What 
really  determines  the  course  of  events  goes  on  quietly,  in  the  unpub¬ 
licized  routine  of  the  United  Nations  and  the  various  departments 
of  government,  in  the  highly  private  correspondence  and  talks 
between  the  President  and  his  experts,  in  the  offices  of  great  corpo¬ 
rations  and  laboratories  and  research  libraries.  Wherever  policy  is 
being  determined,  wherever  knowledge  is  being  applied  to  the  solu¬ 
tion  of  contemporary  problems— there  the  future  of  men  is  truly 
being  shaped.  But  until  these  proceedings  result  in  a  public  statement 
or  provoke  a  sharp  controversy,  as  a  rule  (with  the  notable  exception 
of  “inside  dope  stories”)  they  go  unheeded  in  the  press.  What  one 
reads  in  the  newspapers  is  only  the  most  superficial,  though  momen¬ 
tarily  exciting,  manifestation  of  the  vast  movements  beneath  the 
surface. 

From  the  distortion  of  truth,  it  is  but  a  step  to  the  outright 
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suppression  of  truth.  A  common  name  for  this  final,  crowning  device 
of  deception  is  card  stacking ,  which  means  the  playing  up  of  evidence 
favorable  to  one’s  cause  and  the  concealing  of  evidence  that  weakens 
one’s  position.  Newspaper  practice  again  furnishes  a  convenient  illus¬ 
tration.  Virtually  all  papers  are  biased  one  way  or  another,  and  while 
some  may  make  an  honest  attempt  to  present  a  balanced  account  of 
what  has  been  going  on,  others  deliberately  give  prominence  to  news 
that  helps  support  their  editorial  position,  especially  in  respect  to 
politics,  and  play  down  or  simply  fail  to  print  news  that  is  more 
favorable  to  the  other  side.  If,  for  example,  a  congressman  makes  a 
speech  attacking  a  proposal  for  a  Missouri  Valley  project  similar  to 
the  TVA,  a  paper  which  opposes  public  ownership  of  utilities  will 
probably  find  room  for  the  dispatch.  But  if,  the  next  day,  another 
congressman  defends  the  proposal  and  points  out  several  serious 
errors  in  the  first  speaker’s  facts,  the  paper  may  suddenly  become  too 
full  to  permit  inclusion  of  the  rebuttal.  In  a  Republican  paper,  the 
utterances  of  orthodox  Republicans  always  will  be  featured,  and  those 
of  Democrats  neglected  or  at  least  played  down,  except  when  the 
paper  expects  they  will  invite  Republican  rejoinders.  And  the  con¬ 
verse  is  true,  of  course,  of  a  Democratic  paper.  It  is  seldom  possible 
to  discover  what  both  sides  are  saying  without  reading  two  papers, 
one  from  each  side  of  the  fence. 

Similarly  with  political  parties  themselves,  and  with  advertisers. 
A  state  administration,  running  for  re-election,  may  devote  all  its 
propaganda  to  boasting  about  the  reduction  in  taxes  which  it  has 
effected  in  an  “economy  program”— and  it  will  fail  to  mention  the 
way  in  which  state  services  have  deteriorated  as  a  result  of  the  “slashed 
budget.”  This  same  practice  is  evident  in  virtually  every  advertisement 
one  reads.  The  attractive  points  of  a  product  are  dwelt  upon  unceas¬ 
ingly;  the  less  attractive  ones,  never.  A  car  may  be  fashionably  de¬ 
signed  and  easy-riding,  it  may  have  fast  pickup  in  traffic,  it  may  have 
a  wealth  of  gadgets— these  facts  will  be  proclaimed  from  every  news¬ 
paper,  magazine,  billboard,  and  television  screen;  but  that  the  car 
eats  up  gasoline  and  oil,  has  a  poorly  made  engine  block,  and  costs 
$500  more  than  other  cars  in  the  same  price  class— these  facts  are 
carefully  suppressed.  But,  as  you  will  no  doubt  agree,  they  are  worth 
knowing  about. 
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EXERCISE  lO 

1.  Comment  on  the  following  advertisements  as  examples  of  the 
“transfer”  device: 

(a)  In  all  the  world,  only  four  Monks  at  the  Monastery  of  La  Grande 
Chartreuse  in  France  know  the  secret  formula  of  Chartreuse  Liqueur. 
Since  1605,  no  one  has  ever  duplicated  this  rare  recipe  combining 
more  than  130  different  herbs,  gathered  by  the  Monks  on  the  hill¬ 
sides  near  their  Monastery.  Try  Chartreuse  yourself,  and  you  will 
discover  why  it  is  known  as  the  “Queen  of  Liqueurs/' 

(b)  Those  who  have  that  special  awareness  of  what  constitutes  a  really 
fine  Scotch  invariably  turn  to  House  of  Lords.  They  share  a  tradition 
with  members  of  the  House  of  Lords,  often  called  “the  most  exclu¬ 
sive  club  in  the  world,"  who  serve  and  enjoy  this  rare  Scotch. 

(c)  This  is  the  Whisky  that  made  Kentucky  whiskies  famous.  From 
this  land  of  bourbon  comes  legendary  Early  Times,  a  great  name  in 
whisky  since  1860,  all  whisky,  fine  whisky,  its  famous  flavor  hearty 
but  never  heavy.  Bottled  at  the  peak  of  perfection,  enjoyed  at  the 
peak  of  flavor,  Early  Times  is  truly  every  ounce  a  man's  whisky.* 

2.  Examine  the  use  of  various  “transfer”  techniques  in  the  advertise¬ 
ment  quoted  on  page  69. 

3.  Make  a  collection  of  current  advertisements  that  borrow  the 
prestige  of  science  to  help  sell  cosmetics ,  toothpaste ,  food,  drugs , 
and  so  forth.  Try  to  determine  just  what  the  scientific  terms  they 
use  mean  (“homogenized  lanolin ,"  “vitamin-fortified  emollient ," 
“estrogenic  hormones”).  Is  the  product  really  any  better  for  their 
presence ?  How  many  terms  can  you  find  that  may  be  suspected  of 
originating  in  the  advertising  writer  s  inventive  brain  (“ Bacteria - 
Destroyer  WD-9”  “Formula  56”)? 


EXERCISE  11 

Look  up  Mark  Antony  s  funeral  oration  in  Shakespeare's  Julius 
Caesar  (Act  III ,  Scene  2)  and  write  an  essay  analyzing  the  various 
ways  by  which  Mark  Antony  arouses  the  emotions  of  his  listeners. 
How  does  this  speech  differ  from  a  calm  appeal  to  reason? 

*  Courtesy  of  Early  Times  Distillery  Company. 
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EXERCISE  IS 

Choose  a  controversial  international ,  national ,  or  local  issue  that 
is  being  widely  discussed  at  the  moment,  preferably  one  on  which 
you  have  already  formed  a  strong  opinion.  In  an  essay,  collect  all  the 
arguments  you  can  for  the  side  you  do  not  agree  with  and  try  to  rebut 
them,  one  by  one,  by  the  use  of  the  tools  of  reasoning  with  which  this 
chapter  has  provided  you.  Can  you  take  care  of  all  the  arguments  to 
your  own  satisfaction,  or  has  your  difficulty  in  answering  some  of  them 
caused  you  to  reconsider  your  own  position? 

EXERCISE  15 

The  advertisements  of  books  in  the  weekly  book  sections  of  the 
large  metropolitan  papers  or  the  Saturday  Review  usually  quote  en¬ 
thusiastic  comments  from  newspaper  or  magazine  reviews.  Copy  a 
handful  of  such  quotations  from  current  book  ads  and,  using  the  Book 
Review  Digest,  look  up  the  reviews  from  which  they  were  taken. 
Were  the  critics  really  as  enthusiastic  about  the  books  as  the  brief 
fragments  quoted  in  the  ads  suggest  they  were? 

EXERCISE  14 

Make  a  collection  of  current  newspaper  cartoons  as  examples  of 
possibly  false  or  misleading  analogies.  What  is  the  basis  of  the  implied 
resemblance  between  the  two  situations?  What  does  the  cartoonist 
imply  by  selecting  that  particular  analogy?  How  far  can  the  analogy 
be  logically  extended? 


EXERCISE  15 

Make  a  collection  of  “letters  to  the  editor”  in  the  local  news¬ 
papers  and  in  an  essay  analyze  them  intensively  for  examples  of  the 
various  types  of  error  discussed  in  this  chapter. 

EXERCISE  l6 

Comment  on  the  reasoning  displayed  in  each  of  the  following 
statements: 
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1.  Extracurricular  activities  are  very  important  because  they  teach  you 
how  to  get  along  with  people,  and  that’s  just  about  the  most  valuable 
preparation  you  can  have  for  your  future  life. 

2.  The  local  barber’s  union  today  announced  that  the  price  of  haircuts 
was  raised  from  $1.50  to  $1.75.  In  explanation  of  the  rise,  the  head 
of  the  union  pointed  out  that  this  is  the  only  large  city  in  the  state 
in  which  haircuts  have  not  previously  cost  $1.75. 

3.  [From  the  news  letter  of  Phi  Beta  Kappa,  noting  that  a  grandmother 
had  won  high  honors  on  graduating  from  the  School  of  General 
Studies  at  Columbia  University]  “The  adult  mind,”  said  Dean 
Louis  M.  Hacker,  of  the  School  of  General  Studies,  “is  as  good  as 
the  youthful  mind,  if  not  better.  It’s  time  we  stopped  underesti¬ 
mating  the  potential  mental  growth  of  our  adult  men  and  women.” 
Mrs.  Stanley’s  record  proves  his  point. 

4.  Modern  art  is  communistic  because  it  is  distorted  and  ugly,  because 
it  does  not  glorify  our  beautiful  country,  our  cheerful  and  smiling 
people  and  our  great  material  progress.  Art  which  does  not  portray 
our  beautiful  country  in  plain,  simple  terms  that  everyone  can  un¬ 
derstand  breeds  dissatisfaction.  It  is  therefore  opposed  to  our  gov¬ 
ernment,  and  those  who  create  and  promote  it  are  our  enemies. 

5.  Ever  since  the  days  of  Horatio  Alger,  people  have  been  led  to  believe 
that  newsboys  gained  experience  that  would  help  them  become  suc¬ 
cessful  businessmen.  However,  former  Warden  Lawes  of  Sing  Sing 
Prison  exploded  this  myth  when  he  compiled  statistics  showing  that 
of  the  2,300  inmates  in  the  prison,  over  69  percent  had  sold  papers 
when  they  were  boys. 

6.  I’ve  known  Vicki  since  she  was  a  little  girl,  and  up  till  now  I’ve 
always  considered  her  a  sweet,  charming,  and  intelligent  girl,  with  a 
spotless  reputation.  But  to  think  that  she  belongs  to  that  sorority! 
Everybody  knows  the  sort  of  things  those  girls  do.  They  are  notori¬ 
ous.  You  may  say  that  Vicki  hasn’t  been  corrupted  by  them,  but 
nobody  can  handle  a  barrel  of  tar  and  not  get  some  of  it  on  his 
own  hands. 

7.  Certainly  I  don’t  want  to  cast  any  aspersions  on  his  integrity  as  a 
bank  cashier.  I  have  no  reason  for  believing  he  isn’t  100  percent 
honest.  I’m  merely  saying  that  he  seems  to  have  a  pretty  keen  inter¬ 
est  in  horses.  I’ve  seen  him  at  the  races  several  times  in  the  last  couple 
of  months. 

8.  “All  Nature  is  but  Art,  unknown  to  thee; 

All  Chance,  Direction,  which  thou  canst  not  see; 

All  Discord,  Harmony  not  understood; 

All  partial  Evil,  universal  Good: 

And,  spite  of  Pride,  in  erring  Reason’s  spite, 

One  truth  is  clear,  Whatever  is,  is  right.” 

These  famous  lines,  from  Pope’s  “Essay  on  Man,”  admirably  illus- 
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trate  not  only  the  fatuous  optimism  of  the  poet  himself,  willfully 
closing  his  eyes  to  the  evil  rampant  in  the  world,  but  also  the  com¬ 
placency  of  the  whole  age  in  which  he  lived.  Pope  and  his  fellow 
men  in  the  first  half  of  the  eighteenth  century  deliberately  lived  in 
a  fool's  paradise,  deluding  themselves  by  the  simple  process  of  refus¬ 
ing  to  look  reality  in  the  face. 

9.  There’s  no  question  that  the  car  we  looked  at  is  the  best  value  for 
the  money.  Nothing  else  we’ve  seen  can  compare  with  it.  Still  and 
all,  I  don’t  think  we  should  buy  it.  I  don’t  like  the  high-pressure 
methods  the  salesman  used,  and  I  think  he  drinks. 

10.  Make  this  simple  test  to  prove  to  yourself  that  Nurp  is  the  best  anti¬ 
acid  remedy  on  the  market!  Drop  a  single  handy  tablet  in  water!  See 
how  quickly  it  dissolves!  It  gets  to  work  faster  in  your  stomach!  Give 
it  a  trial  this  very  day! 

11.  The  unfitness  of  this  man  to  teach  impressionable  youth,  especially 
in  a  tax-supported  institution,  is  amply  proved  by  the  following  facts: 
He  was  investigated  by  the  FBI  when  he  applied  for  a  leave  of  ab¬ 
sence  to  do  research  under  a  government  grant;  on  his  shelves  at 
home  he  has  many  highly  questionable  books,  among  them  volumes 
by  authors  who  are  well  known  in  left-wing  circles;  his  wife  is  active 
in  so-called  “liberal”  political  activities,  including  the  League  of 
Women  Voters,  which  meddles  in  every  election  by  issuing  factual 
analyses  of  the  various  candidates’  records  and  platforms;  his  brother 
is  a  longtime  official  in  the  garment  workers’  union.  The  teaching 
of  botany  obviously  is  a  front  to  conceal  his  true  activities. 

12.  The  superficial  brilliance  of  his  poetry,  its  enticing  rhythms,  its  ar¬ 
resting  images,  should  not  lead  us  to  overvalue  it,  as  many  allegedly 
bright  young  critics  have  done.  Basically,  it  is  unhealthy  and  corrupt. 
Like  an  overripe  mackerel  in  the  moonlight,  it  shines — and  stinks. 

EXERCISE  17 

As  a  cooperative  class  exercise ,  select  a  current  news  story  of 
political  significance  (for  example ,  a  foreign-policy  issue  or  a  contro¬ 
versial  national  issue)  and  compare  the  treatment  it  has  received,  or 
is  receiving ,  in  several  newspapers,  among  them  a  local  paper;  a  paper 
of  the  stature  of  The  New  York  Times,  the  St.  Louis  Post-Dispatch, 
or  the  Christian  Science  Monitor;  a  strongly  Republican  paper;  and 
an  equally  strong  Democratic  one.  In  what  ways ,  if  any,  are  the  various 
accounts  “slanted”?  How  do  they  differ  in  selection  and  emphasis  of 
details?  What  reasons  can  you  suggest  for  these  differences?  Compare 
the  treatment  of  the  same  story  in  Time  or  Newsweek.  Do  these  news 
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magazines  give  any  broader  perspective  on  the  events  and  the  per¬ 
sonalities  involved ?  Does  their  treatment  reflect  editorial  bias  or  the 
policy  of  dramatizing  news ?  How  close  to  the  actual  truth  of  the 
matter  do  you  think  such  a  study  has  brought  you? 


Objectivity  and  Subjectivity 

When  we  distinguished  between  the  various  kinds  of  general 
statements,  we  noted  that  there  are  some  statements  of  universal 
relevance  which  can  be  confirmed  by  observation  or  experimentation, 
or  both.  Other  sweeping  assertions  seem  to  resist  being  confirmed 
by  these  means.  Even  though  a  substantial  body  of  evidence  may 
appear  to  support  such  “truths,”  that  evidence  often  is  capable  of 
different  interpretations,  depending  on  who  does  the  interpreting. 
One  man  will  believe  a  certain  “truth”  because  his  personal  back¬ 
ground,  his  tastes  and  temperament— everything  that  makes  him  an 
individual  distinct  from  other  men— incline  him  to  do  so.  Another 
man  will  reject  that  same  assumption  because  he  has  a  different  back¬ 
ground,  different  tastes,  and  a  different  temperament.  In  trying  to 
understand  the  judgment  of  a  person,  therefore,  we  must  always  be 
aware  of  the  way  that  individual  differences  affect  the  understanding 
and  interpreting  of  human  experience. 

If  someone  were  to  assert  that  Beethoven  was  born  in  the  eight¬ 
eenth  century,  and  someone  else  were  to  maintain  that  he  was  born 
in  the  nineteenth,  the  two  could  settle  the  argument  by  consulting 
certain  historical  records  which  they  agreed  would  tell  the  truth  of 
the  matter.  But  a  similar  disagreement  over  whether  Beethoven  was  a 
greater  composer  than  Brahms— that  is,  composed  finer  music— can¬ 
not  be  settled  so  definitely.  Nor,  indeed,  would  the  two  parties  be 
likely  even  to  agree  on  a  way  by  which  they  could  come  to  a  meeting 
of  minds.  It  is  a  “question  of  taste,”  and  a  meeting  of  minds  may  be 
impossible. 

The  statement  about  Beethoven’s  birth  is  ordinarily  regarded  as 
an  objective  one.  So  are  the  assertions  that  giraffes  are  found  today 
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in  Africa,  that  oxygen  has  a  valence  of  two,  that  this  book  has  certain 
dimensions.  For  these,  one  can  adduce  proof  that  will  be  accept¬ 
able  to  reasonable  persons.  We  know  that  giraffes  are  found  in  Africa 
because  many  trustworthy  explorers  have  brought  them  back  from 
there,  and  we  could,  in  any  case,  go  and  see  for  ourselves.  We  know 
that  oxygen  has  a  valence  of  two,  for  one  reason  because  many  kinds 
of  chemical  experiments  have  been  based  on  that  scientifically  de¬ 
veloped  principle,  and  it  has  never  failed  to  hold  good.  We  know 
that  this  book  has  certain  dimensions  because  a  hundred  people  can 
measure  it  with  an  accurately  calibrated  ruler  and  give  the  same 
answer. 

The  second  assertion,  about  Beethoven’s  greatness  as  a  com¬ 
poser,  is  frequently  described  as  subjective.  So  are  statements  such 
as  “beer  is  an  unpleasant  beverage”  and  “Anne’s  new  hairdo  is  much 
less  attractive  than  Elizabeth’s.”  Here  agreement  is  less  likely  than 
in  the  case  of  objective  statements,  partly  because  of  the  lack  of 
generally  accepted  definitions  and  standards.  What  is  the  definition  of 
“greatness”  whereby  it  can  be  confidently  asserted  that  Beethoven  was 
a  “greater”  composer  than  Brahms?  What  does  “unpleasant”  mean 
in  reference  to  a  drink?  (The  people  who  like  beer  and  the  people 
who  don’t  would  certainly  have  trouble  agreeing  on  standards.)  While 
fifty  people  might  find  Anne’s  new  hairdo  appreciably  more  “attrac¬ 
tive”  than  Elizabeth’s,  fifty  others  might  respond  differently.  It  de¬ 
pends  on  one’s  point  of  view,  one’s  tastes. 

Just  as  there  is  no  sharp  distinguishing  line  between  denotation 
and  connotation,  so  there  is  no  plain  division  between  the  realm  of 
the  subjective  and  the  realm  of  the  objective.  What  is  the  color  of 
the  walls  of  a  classroom?  Some  may  call  it  buff,  some  cream,  some 
eggshell,  some  “an  off  shade  of  white,”  some  yellowish;  there  is  no 
community  of  opinion  because  our  common  names  for  colors  are 
based  upon  more  or  less  personal  standards.  Yet  a  pigments  expert 
or  an  optical  physicist  could  say  authoritatively  that  the  walls  are 
painted  one  specific  color,  and  one  color  alone.  That  is  because  experts 
have  agreed  upon  a  system  of  designations  based  on  scientific  meas¬ 
urements;  using  a  colorimeter,  they  can  easily  reach  a  conclusion 
which  no  one  who  accepts  their  standards  will  dispute.  In  other 
words,  where  there  is  no  commonly  accepted  measure  of  truth,  there 
can  be  no  objective  fact;  everything  that  is  judged  by  the  individual, 
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on  the  basis  of  his  personal  standard,  is  subjective.  But  what  are 
subjective  data  in  one  aspect,  as  for  example  the  measurement  of  a 
table  by  eye  alone,  are  turned  into  objective  data  when  measured  by 
agreed-upon  standards  and  procedures.* 

In  addition,  ideas  that  in  one  period  of  history  were  essentially 
subjective  have  now  become  objective.  In  the  time  of  the  ancient 
Greeks  and  the  Arabs,  indeed  down  to  three  or  four  hundred  years 
ago,  men's  statements  about  rhe  configuration  of  the  heavenly  bodies 
were  subjective,  since  they  were  developed  largely  through  the  imag¬ 
ination  and  more  or  less  shrewd  guesses.  But  with  the  coming  of 
modern  astronomy,  with  its  great  panoply  of  telescopes,  cameras, 
measuring  devices,  and  refined  applications  of  physics  and  mathe¬ 
matics,  our  subjective  impressions  of  the  stars  and  planets  have  been 
converted  into  objective  data.  This  has  happened  over  and  over  again 
as  the  sciences  have  penetrated  farther  into  realms  that  men  earlier 
could  only  speculate  about. 

The  degree  to  which  we  must  be  aware  of  the  distinction  be¬ 
tween  objectivity  and  subjectivity  depends  upon  the  reason  why 
we  are  reading  at  any  given  moment.  If  we  are  reading  a  newspaper, 
we  want  facts  about  the  day's  happenings;  if  we  are  reading  a  text¬ 
book  on  economics,  we  want  facts ,  or  at  least  well  worked-out  theories 
(themselves  supported  by  facts)  of  economic  phenomena;  if  we  are 
listening  to  a  radio  commentator's  report  on  international  develop¬ 
ments,  we  want  (primarily)  the  facts  of  what  has  taken  place. 

But  we  may  also  want  someone's  interpretation  of  facts.  Thus 
we  may  be  interested  in  getting  not  only  a  straight  news  summary 
from  our  commentator,  but  also  his  own  viewpoint,  and  the  opinions 
of  various  people  he  has  spoken  to.  In  a  lecture  on  history,  a  magazine 
article  on  contemporary  music,  or  a  book  on  political  science,  we 
normally  do  not  wish  the  lecturer  or  writer  to  confine  himself  to  a 
statement  of  bare  facts;  we  also  want  his  opinion  of  what  they  mean. 
Was  the  disaster  of  Pearl  Harbor  the  result  of  a  conspiracy  in  high 
governmental  circles  to  get  us  into  war?  Is  contemporary  music 
running  out  of  things  to  say  and  ways  to  say  them?  Do  present-day 
conditions  make  the  electoral  college  obsolete?  In  such  cases,  where 

*  Of  course,  there  are  plenty  of  sensory  impressions  that  cannot  be  measured. 
Are  there  any  “agreed-upon  standards  and  procedures”  which  justify  the  assertion, 
in  an  advertisement,  that  “Science  has  proved  that  freshly  ground  coffee  tastes 
better  than  coffee  ground  weeks  and  months  before  you  buy”? 
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both  objective  and  subjective  data  are  involved,  we  must  keep  alert 
to  distinguish  between  the  fact  and  the  interpretive  comment.  Both 
may  be  valuable,  but  for  different  reasons. 

When  we  read  imaginative  writing,  however,  we  can  relax  our 
vigilance.  Most  of  the  great  literature  of  the  world  is  essentially 
subjective:  it  is  the  account,  in  one  form  or  another,  of  private,  per¬ 
sonal  experience— of  the  inner  feelings  and  moods  of  highly  sensitive 
men  and  women,  of  the  way  in  which  the  external  world  impinges 
upon  their  senses  and  spirit.  A  personal  essay,  an  autobiography,  a 
love  lyric,  an  appreciation  of  the  art  of  Shakespeare,  a  bit  of  nature- 
writing,  a  philosophical  meditation— each  is  intensely  subjective.  The 
objective  facts  contained  in  such  pieces,  we  can  easily  obtain  from 
encyclopedias;  but  the  impressions  and  reactions  reported  in  them  are 
unique  to  that  writer.  And  that,  indeed,  constitutes  one  of  the  chief 
values  of  literature:  the  opportunity  we  are  thus  afforded  to  view  life 
and  people  through  the  spirit  of  someone  else,  someone  peculiarly 
gifted  both  in  experience  and  in  the  ability  to  recapture  and  com¬ 
municate  that  experience  to  us. 


The  Question  of  Authority 

When  we  are  dealing  with  writing  that  makes  no  pretense  of 
objectivity,  writing  in  which  the  author  frankly  acknowledges  that  he 
is  spinning  material  out  of  his  own  substance,  there  is  no  question 
of  authority.  On  matters  that  go  on  inside  his  own  self,  every  man  is 
best  qualified  to  speak.  We  do  not  question  the  truth  so  far  as  the 
writer  alone  is  concerned  of  a  statement  made  by  Charles  Lamb,  let 
us  say,  or  Max  Beerbohm,  or  Henry  Thoreau,  or  E.  B.  White,  or 
anyone  else  who  reports  on  himself.  There  is  no  means  of  checking 
up  on  him,  anyway. 

But  when  we  return  to  the  statement  of  objective  fact,  the  case  is 
quite  different.  Here  we  are  obliged  constantly  to  decide  whether  or 
not  to  believe  what  we  hear  or  read.  Who  is  writing  or  speaking? 
Does  he  know  what  he  is  talking  about?  Are  his  opinions  based  upon 
study  and  observation  and  experience,  or  have  they  been  formed 
hastily  and  carelessly?  Is  he  in  a  position  to  know  more  about  the 
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subject  than  we  do?  Is  he  shrewder,  more  sensitive,  more  analytical 
than  the  majority  of  people,  so  that  his  personal  judgments  carry 
more  than  ordinary  weight?  Why  is  he  saying  what  he  does:  because 
he  sincerely  believes  it,  or  because  he  has  some  ulterior  motive?  These 
are  a  few  of  the  questions  that  should  constantly  hover  in  your  head 
when  you  read,  for  they  will  help  you  pierce  to  the  basic  truth  or 
falseness  of  any  piece  of  writing. 

It  is  a  mistake  to  assume  that  only  men  who  are  qualified  to 
speak  with  authority  on  a  certain  subject  have  access  to  the  public 
eye  and  ear.  Actually,  the  greater  part  of  what  we  hear  and  read  on 
a  given  topic  comes  from  persons  who  have  no  special  right  to  make 
pronouncements  on  it  but  who,  for  one  reason  or  another,  assume 
the  privilege  just  the  same.  Members  of  the  House  of  Representatives 
and  the  Senate  are  constantly  expressing  their  views  on  every  topic 
of  current  discussion  in  Washington.  Sometimes  they  must  be  lis¬ 
tened  to  with  attention  and  respect,  because  they  may  have  made  a 
special  study  of  their  subject  and  may  actually  know  much  more  about 
it  than  most  people.  But  on  the  other  hand  they  may  know  nothing 
at  all  about  the  issue  they  are  pronouncing  upon,  apart  from  what 
they  read  in  the  newspapers  or  in  pressure-group  publicity  hand¬ 
outs,  or  hear  by  word  of  mouth  from  their  colleagues.  Part  of  our 
responsibility  as  citizens  is  to  follow  the  activities  of  congressmen 
and  government  officials,  so  that  we  may  know  whose  utterances 
should  normally  be  discounted,  as  based  upon  nothing  but  casual 
opinion,  or  prejudice,  or  political  strategy. 

“Says  who?”  is  an  invaluable  watchword.  Who  tells  us  about  a 
new  scientific  discovery?  If  it  is  an  ordinary  newspaper  reporter, 
covering  a  meeting  of  scientists,  not  understanding  a  tithe  of  what 
he  hears  and  yet  obliged  to  return  to  his  office  with  an  “interesting” 
story,  what  he  writes  is  scarcely  worth  reading  except  for  amusement; 
certainly  it  can  never  be  taken  seriously  as  a  piece  of  scientific 
information.  But  if  it  is  a  man  like  W.  L.  Laurence  of  The  New  York 
Times ,  who  specializes  in  science,  reads  the  scientific  journals  and 
knows  leading  scientists,  his  report  should  be  read  at  least  with  respect. 
And  if  it  is  a  professional  scientist  who  has  been  personally  involved 
in  the  scientific  experimentation  of  which  he  writes,  we  should  give 
him  our  full  attention.  He  knows  what  he  is  talking  about. 

In  every  field  of  information  and  opinion  there  are  charlatans 
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as  well  as  honest,  reliable  writers.  It  always  pays  to  find  out  which 
writers  belong  to  which  category.  Obviously  the  most  reliable  authori¬ 
ties  on  any  subject  are  those  who  specialize  in  it  and  therefore  know 
the  most  about  it:  professional  historians,  literary  scholars,  patholo¬ 
gists,  geneticists,  physical  chemists,  economists,  musicologists.  Human 
capability  being  a  variable  quality,  there  are  many  shades  of  compe¬ 
tence  even  among  the  experts,  Historian  A  being  more  dependable 
than  Historian  B,  and  so  forth.  More  than  a  few  writers  whom  laymen 
look  up  to  as  authorities  in  their  respective  fields  are  known  to  fellow 
specialists  as  careless  and  uncritical  in  their  use  of  materials  and 
overhasty  in  jumping  to  conclusions. 

Unfortunately,  many  genuine  experts  have  neither  the  ability 
nor  the  inclination  to  write  for  the  layman.  To  cull  the  most  essential 
information  from  their  scholarly  treatises  and  put  it  into  a  form  that 
is  agreeable  to  the  layman,  there  exists  the  so-called  “popularizer,” 
whose  indispensable  qualification  is  that  he  can  write  simply  and 
interestingly  about  complex  matters.  There  are  good  popularizers 
and  bad  popularizers,  and  it  is  often  useful  to  know  which  are 
which,  because  reading  an  article  by  the  bad  kind  is  a  waste  of  time. 
Good  popularizers  have  sufficient  knowledge  of  the  subject  about 
which  they  are  writing  and  sufficient  scholarly  sense  to  be  able  to 
report  accurately  to  their  audience.  They  may  simplify  their  material— 
indeed,  they  have  to  do  so;  but  in  simplifying  they  guard  as  far  as 
they  can  against  distortion  or  misinformation.  Bad  popularizers,  on 
the  other  hand,  fail  to  understand  their  subject  in  the  first  place, 
but  they  nevertheless  proceed  to  give  their  readers  a  badly  twisted 
account  of  it,  filled  with  misstatements,  exaggerations,  and  fancies. 

“Does  the  man  know  what  he  is  talking  about?”  is,  then,  a 
question  that  must  remain  uppermost  in  our  minds  as  we  read  any¬ 
thing  that  purports  to  give  information  or  to  offer  an  opinion.  Again 
and  again  we  must  conclude  that  the  writer  knows  no  more  about 
his  subject  than  do  we,  who  also  read  the  newspapers,  and  that 
therefore  his  data  and  opinions  may  be  ignored  without  loss. 

“What  is  his  motive  in  saying  what  he  does?”  is  a  second,  equally 
important  question.  In  many  cases  the  motive  is  easily  apparent:  the 
writer  of  a  magazine  article  on  the  outlook  for  interplanetary  travel, 
for  example,  probably  wants  to  make  some  money.  But  what  of  those 
numerous  articles  and  books  on  more  controversial  subjects,  such  as 
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politics,  economics,  religion,  social  affairs,  education?  Although  the 
superficial  reader  may  seldom  be  aware  of  it,  nearly  all  of  them  are 
written  from  a  particular  viewpoint.  Few  are  impartial  or  disinter¬ 
ested;  the  great  majority  are  biased,  if  only  because  the  subjects  they 
deal  with  can  scarcely  be  talked  about  at  all  without  taking  sides. 

Take  for  example  the  columnists  who  discuss  national  affairs. 
They  usually  develop  their  discussions  from  a  hard  kernel  of  indis¬ 
putable  fact:  the  President  has  actually  made  this  statement,  Congress 
has  actually  taken  that  stand  on  a  current  issue.  But  their  interpreta¬ 
tions  of  these  facts  differ  tremendously,  for  two  reasons.  One  is  that 
every  columnist  has  a  bias  for  or  against  certain  persons,  parties,  and 
principles.  Westbrook  Pegler,  Walter  Lippmann,  James  Reston, 
Arthur  Krock,  Marquis  Childs,  Joseph  Alsop,  David  Lawrence, 
and  George  Sokolsky  represent  different  shades  of  opinion,  and  when 
we  read  their  columns  we  must  remember  that  each  of  them  construes 
an  event  or  situation  in  terms  of  what  he  personally  judges  to  be 
right  and  wrong.  Their  comments  are  largely  subjective,  even  though, 
with  the  notable  exception  of  Mr.  Lippmann's  articles,  the  qualifying 
"I  think”  or  “I  believe”  or  “it  seems  to  me”  is  nearly  always  missing. 

Some  columnists  have  a  high  sense  of  public  responsibility;  they 
write  with  no  other  thought  than  to  inform  their  readers  of  the 
significance  of  events  as  they  see  it.  They  are  aware,  of  course,  of 
their  prejudices,  but  such  prejudices  are  the  result  of  honest  study 
and  analysis.  Every  man,  after  all,  must  take  his  stand  somewhere. 
But  other  columnists  are  sensation-mongers.  Their  only  aim  is  to 
gain  attention,  and  they  achieve  it  by  digging  up  scandal  (an  occu¬ 
pation  which,  it  is  true,  sometimes  serves  a  useful  end),  by  reporting 
rumors  (which  they  often  fail  to  identify  as  such),  and  by  making 
confident  “predictions”  (which  often  cannot  stand  the  scrutiny  of 
hindsight).  At  their  best,  political  commentators  are  the  most  intelli¬ 
gent  means  by  which  the  public  can  be  informed  of  what  the  govern¬ 
ment  is  doing  and  should  do;  at  their  worst,  they  spread  vicious 
misinformation  and  groundless  rumor,  and  encourage  people  to 
political  action  based  upon  irrational  bias  rather  than  upon  an  intelli¬ 
gent  grasp  of  issues. 

Just  as  it  is  necessary  to  know  what  allegiance  a  so-called 
“Washington  observer”  holds  before  we  can  evaluate  what  he  says, 
so  is  it  necessary  in  every  discussion  of  controversial  matters  to  dis- 
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cover  the  bias  of  the  writer,  particularly,  if  possible,  his  connection 
with  a  party  or  organization.  When  we  know  that  the  author  of  a 
book  on  recent  American  foreign  policy  was  for  many  years  a  high 
official  in  the  Department  of  State,  we  must  remember  that  his 
analysis  of  our  foreign  policy  is  written  from  a  certain  point  of  view. 
It  may  be  a  thoroughly  able  and  honest  book,  but  it  is  still  colored 
by  a  desire  to  justify  the  author's  own  position.  Thus  it  cannot  be 
regarded  as  a  wholly  dispassionate  analysis.  Similarly,  when  we  know 
that  a  new  book  on  the  shortcomings  of  American  education  is  from 
the  pen  of  a  fervent  believer  in  the  “Great  Books"  scheme,  we  must 
make  allowance  for  a  definite  bias  in  his  advice  as  to  what  should 
constitute  a  truly  liberal  education.  A  disciple  of  John  Dewey  prob¬ 
ably  would  discover  a  great  many  flaws  in  the  assumptions  and 
the  arguments. 

In  this  chapter  we  may  seem  occasionally  to  have  wandered 
rather  far  from  the  principal  theme  of  the  book,  which  is  the  use  of 
language  as  such;  but  surely  it  has  become  obvious  how  intimately 
and  inextricably  language  and  logic  are  associated.  A  further  word  re¬ 
mains  to  be  said  as  to  how  the  essential  weakness  of  many  ideas  can 
be  concealed  from  the  unwary  by  plausible  language. 

The  more  confident  the  manner  of  a  writer  or  speaker  is,  the 
more  necessary  it  is  to  inquire  what  makes  him  so  confident.  His 
forthright  assertion  that  “every  right-thinking  man  will  agree  .  .  ” 
or  “there  can  be  no  question  that  .  .  ."  or  “it  has  been  proved  time 
and  again  that  .  .  may  or  may  not  be  justified;  certainly  it  should 
not  be  accepted  on  his  mere  say-so.  Dogmatism— which  is  what  this 
fault  really  amounts  to— has  no  place  in  genuinely  intelligent  discus¬ 
sion.  The  dogmatic  writer  or  speaker  is  using  devices  of  style  to  fore¬ 
stall  doubt.  “This  man  knows  what  he's  talking  about!"  .  .  .  Does  he? 

Rhetorical  questions— questions  that  have  the  expected  answer 
built  in— also  serve  to  hypnotize  the  uncritical.  “Has  this  party  not 
served  the  state  faithfully  for  twelve  critical  years?  Has  it  not  increased 
the  state's  industrial  capacity?  Has  it  not  completed  a  highway  system 
that  is  the  envy  of  the  nation?  Has  it  not  set  up  a  fine  system  of  social 
benefits  for  the  unfortunate  and  helpless?  Can  the  people  of  this 
state  therefore  afford  not  to  return  this  party  for  another  four  years?" 
Rhetorical  questions  always  take  the  answer  for  granted:  disagreement 
is  not  provided  for.  But  it  should  be.  The  implied  answers  are  not 
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necessarily  the  right  ones.  And  in  any  event,  the  questions  have  been 
carefully  chosen  for  the  purpose.  The  opposition  might  with  equal 
propriety  ask  another  set  relating  to  the  past  twelve  years  of  state 
government— and  get  very  different  answers. 

The  use  of  proverbs,  axioms,  and  other  “folk  truths”  also  has 
its  narcotic  effect  upon  the  critical  intelligence.  Because  we  have  lived 
so  long  with  such  generalizations,  few  of  which  we  have  ever  bothered 
to  examine,  and  because  they  came  to  us  from  sources  whose  author¬ 
ity  and  wisdom  we  revere— Scripture  or  parents  or  teacher— we  accept 
them  on  sight.  “To  the  victor  belong  the  spoils”— “the  gods  help 
them  that  help  themselves”— “a  soft  answer  turneth  away  wrath”— 
these  are  observations  which  may  contain  much  truth,  springing  as 
they  do  from  the  long  experience  of  the  race.  But  they  can  never  be 
used  to  “prove”  anything.  A  man  defending  a  certain  governmental 
policy  of  expediency  says  succinctly  that  “the  end  justifies  the  means”; 
but  does  it  in  this  case?  Might  not  the  means  that  are  employed  result 
in  more  harm  than  failure  to  achieve  the  end?  Merely  because  we 
have  grown  up  accustomed  to  believing  such  a  thing,  are  we  obliged 
therefore  to  accept  it  as  justification  for  a  deed  which,  if  we  were  to 
come  right  down  to  it,  could  not  be  justified  on  any  logical  or  moral 
grounds?  Familiar  gems  of  popular  wisdom,  then,  have  only  limited 
usefulness  in  intelligent  discussion.  Their  truth  may  never  be  taken 
on  faith. 


EXERCISE  1  8 

Here  are  four  selections  which  combine  subjective  and  objective 
materials  in  various  proportions.  Analyze  each  one.  In  the  case  of 
every  bit  of  objective  data ,  decide  how  the  writer's  statement  can  be 
verified  to  the  satisfaction  of  any  reasonable  person;  in  the  case  of 
subjective  data ,  decide  to  what  degree  each  item  is  purely  a  matter  of 
private  opinion  or  impression  or  is,  on  the  other  hand ,  an  opinion  or 
impression  likely  to  be  shared  by  many  people  though  not  capable  of 
objective  proof. 

1.  Near  the  centre  of  the  State  of  New  York  lies  an  extensive  district 
of  country,  whose  surface  is  a  succession  of  hills  and  dales,  or,  to  speak 
with  greater  deference  to  geographical  definitions,  of  mountains  and 
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valleys.  It  is  among  these  hills  that  the  Delaware  takes  its  rise;  and 
flowing  from  the  limpid  lakes  and  thousand  springs  of  this  region,  the 
numerous  sources  of  the  Susquehanna  meander  through  the  valleys, 
until,  uniting  their  streams,  they  form  one  of  the  proudest  rivers  of 
the  United  States.  The  mountains  are  generally  arable  to  the  tops, 
although  instances  are  not  wanting  where  the  sides  are  jutted  with 
rocks,  that  aid  greatly  in  giving  to  the  country  that  romantic  and 
picturesque  character  which  it  so  eminently  possesses.  The  vales  are 
narrow,  rich,  and  cultivated;  with  a  stream  uniformly  winding  through 
each.  Beautiful  and  thriving  villages  are  found  interspersed  along  the 
margins  of  the  small  lakes,  or  situated  at  those  points  of  the  streams 
which  are  favorable  to  manufacturing;  and  neat  and  comfortable  farms, 
with  every  indication  of  wealth  about  them,  are  scattered  profusely 
through  the  vales,  and  even  to  the  mountain  tops.  Roads  diverge  in 
every  direction,  from  the  even  and  graceful  bottoms  of  the  valleys,  to 
the  most  rugged  and  intricate  passes  of  the  hills. 

2.  Riches  I  hold  in  light  esteem, 

And  Love  I  laugh  to  scorn; 

And  lust  of  fame  was  but  a  dream, 

That  vanished  with  the  morn: 

And  if  I  pray,  the  only  prayer 
That  moves  my  lips  for  me 

Is,  “Leave  the  heart  that  now  I  bear, 

And  give  me  liberty!” 

Yes,  as  my  swift  days  near  their  goal, 

'Tis  all  that  I  implore; — 

In  life  and  death  a  chainless  soul, 

With  courage  to  endure. 

3.  If  the  most  fashionable  parts  of  the  capital  could  be  placed  before  us 
such  as  they  then  were  [i.e.,  in  1685],  we  should  be  disgusted  by  their 
squalid  appearance,  and  poisoned  by  their  noisome  atmosphere.  In 
Covent  Garden  a  filthy  and  noisy  market  was  held  close  to  the  dwell¬ 
ings  of  the  great.  Fruit  women  screamed,  carters  fought,  cabbage  stalks 
and  rotten  apples  accumulated  in  heaps  at  the  thresholds  of  the  Coun¬ 
tess  of  Berkshire  and  of  the  Bishop  of  Durham. 

The  centre  of  Lincoln’s  Inn  Fields  was  an  open  space  where  the 
rabble  congregated  every  evening,  within  a  few  yards  of  Cardigan 
House  and  Winchester  Flouse,  to  hear  mountebanks  harangue,  to  see 
bears  dance,  and  to  set  dogs  at  oxen.  Rubbish  was  shot  in  every  part 
of  the  area.  Idorses  were  exercised  there.  The  beggars  were  as  noisy 
and  importunate  as  in  the  worst  governed  cities  of  the  Continent.  A 
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Lincoln's  Inn  mumper*  was  a  proverb.  The  whole  fraternity  knew  the 
arms  and  liveries  of  every  charitably  disposed  grandee  in  the  neighbor¬ 
hood,  and,  as  soon  as  his  lordship’s  coach  and  six  appeared,  came 
hopping  and  crawling  in  crowds  to  persecute  him.  These  disorders 
lasted,  in  spite  of  many  accidents,  and  of  some  legal  proceedings,  till, 
in  the  reign  of  George  the  Second,  Sir  Joseph  Jekyll,  Master  of  the 
Rolls,  was  knocked  down  and  nearly  killed  in  the  middle  of  the  square. 
Then  at  length  palisades  were  set  up,  and  a  pleasant  garden  laid  out. 

4.  Throughout  his  brief  life — he  was  born  in  Asheville,  N.  C.,  in  1900, 
and  died  in  1938 — Thomas  Wolfe,  as  a  man,  made  legend,  and  as  a 
novelist,  made  literature.  Physically  a  giant,  he  had  a  gigantic  appe¬ 
tite  for  all  the  experiences,  sensory,  intellectual,  emotional,  that  life 
affords.  He  lived  and  wrote  in  superlatives.  When  he  was  a  student 
at  Harvard,  he  tried  literally  to  read  through  the  whole  vast  library, 
consisting  of  millions  of  volumes.  People  who  knew  him  then  recall 
that  he  was  in  the  habit  of  moving  down  the  long  aisles  of  the 
stacks,  grabbing  one  book  after  another  from  the  shelves  and  devour¬ 
ing  its  contents  as  if  he  were  a  starving  man  suddenly  let  loose  in  an 
immense  storehouse  of  food.  He  wrote  with  the  same  abandon,  turn¬ 
ing  out  incredible  quantities  of  manuscript,  filling  whole  packing 
cases  with  the  product  of  his  frenzied  pen.  It  took  a  gifted  and  super¬ 
humanly  patient  publisher’s  editor,  Maxwell  Perkins  of  Scribner’s,  to 
put  this  chaos  into  some  sort  of  order.  From  it  he  quarried  two  novels 
( Look  Homeward,  Angel,  1929;  Of  Time  and  the  River,  1935)  which 
took  the  critical  world  by  storm.  Though  overvalued  at  first,  they  still 
are  well  worth  reading,  and  not  merely  as  monuments  to  a  prolific 
but  undisciplined  talent. 


EXERCISE  IQ 

To  illustrate  the  difference  between  subjective  and  objective  re¬ 
ports  of  the  same  sight  or  event ,  choose  a  likely  subject  and  write  two 
separate  accounts  of  it  (two  or  three  paragraphs  each).  Confine  one 
account ,  as  far  as  you  are  able ,  to  facts  on  which  presumably  most ,  if 
not  all,  people  would  agree  (in  the  case  of  a  symphony ,  for  example , 
the  key ,  the  orchestration ,  the  succession  of  themes ,  and  so  forth). 
In  the  other  paper,  concentrate  on  your  personal  impressions  (for 
instance ,  the  pictures  or  emotions  a  passage  in  the  symphony  suggests). 
In  practice ,  is  it  possible  ordinarily  to  write  either  with  absolute  ob - 

*  Note  how  it  is  possible  to  infer  the  meaning  of  this  uncommon  word 
from  the  context. 
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jectivity  or  with  utter  subjectivity ?  The  effect  of  this  exercise  would 
be  heightened  if  by  pre-arrangement  everybody  in  the  class  chose  the 
same  topic  and  the  results  were  then  compared. 

Some  suitable  subjects  would  be: 

A  laboratory  experiment  in  chemistry  or  physics 
A  movement  of  a  symphony  or  a  sonata 

The  nature  of  a  certain  short  poem  (for  example,  one  of  those 
printed  in  this  book) 

An  interior  setting 

The  aftermath  of  a  recent  dramatic  happening  on  campus  (subse¬ 
quent  events,  effect  on  student  morale,  opinion,  etc.,  and  on  the 
institution’s  reputation) 

An  especially  novel  and  eye-catching  department-store  window 
A  certain  painting 
A  much-heralded  television  show 

Many  of  the  topics  suggested  in  Exercise  10,  pages  16-17,  could 
also  be  adapted  for  this  exercise. 

EXERCISE  20 

Write  an  essay  defending  or  attacking  one  of  the  following 
propositions.  Do  your  best  to  persuade  a  skeptical  reader  that  you  are 
right.  How  much  objective  evidence  can  you  muster  in  support  of 
your  argument? 

1.  A  Gilbert  and  Sullivan  operetta  is  better  than  a  modern  musical 
like  My  Fair  Lady  or  West  Side  Story. 

2.  Modern  abstractionist  painting  is  ugly. 

3.  Most  people’s  conduct  is  governed  by  self-interest. 

4.  The  quality  of  the  meals  obtainable  at  various  places  on  and  near 
this  campus  varies  immensely. 

5.  Some  of  the  buildings  in  this  town  are  architectural  horrors. 

6.  Belief  in  some  sort  of  religion  is  essential  to  a  happy  life. 

7.  Every  part  of  a  country  as  big  as  ours,  and  every  large  city,  has  a 
distinct  atmosphere  of  its  own. 

8.  Baseball  is  more  fun  to  watch  than  football. 

9.  Most  of  the  magazines  and  pocket  books  you  see  in  the  average  drug 
store  can  be  read  only  by  people  with  the  minds  of  twelve-year-olds. 

10.  Summer  is  the  best  season  of  the  year. 

11.  The  soul  is  immortal. 

12.  The  blunt  necessities  of  existence  require  that  we  constantly  sacri¬ 
fice  our  ideals  by  agreeing  to  ignoble  compromises. 
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EXERCISE  21 

1.  From  the  current  Reader’s  Digest,  select  Eve  or  six  articles  which 
seem  to  you  to  call  for  specialized  knowledge  of  certain  topics— 
aviation ,  science ,  diplomacy ,  and  so  forth.  Then ,  using  reliable 
reference  works ,  such  as  Who’s  Who  in  America,  American  Men 
of  Science,  and  Living  Authors,  try  to  determine  how  well  quali¬ 
fied  was  the  author  of  each  article. 

2.  Try  the  same  experiment  with  the  current  issue  of  Harper’s. 

3.  The  following  persons  are  well  known  as  “popularizers”  in  various 
Eelds .  Try  to  End  out  from  an  expert  in  each  Eeld—the  most 
learned  professor  you  know ,  for  example— how  each  popuJarizer  is 
regarded  by  the  experts ,  and  why. 

Rachel  Carson  (marine  biology),  Frances  Winwar  (literary  biogra¬ 
phy),  Daniel  Lang  (nuclear  research  and  space  science),  John  Gunther 
(contemporary  history  and  world  affairs),  Stuart  Chase  (economics), 
Paul  DeKruif  (bacteriology  and  medicine),  Marchette  Chute  (liter¬ 
ary  biography),  Russell  Lynes  (social  trends),  Stewart  Holbrook 
(American  history),  Will  Durant  (history  and  philosophy),  C.  W. 
Ceram  (archaeology). 

EXERCISE  22 

1.  In  recent  years  the  verb  report  and  the  noun  reporter  have  ac¬ 
quired  great  popularity  in  communication  media.  A  president  or 
other  government  official  will  label  his  radio-television  speech  “A 
Report  to  the  Nation .”  A  news  commentator  will  introduce  him¬ 
self  as  “Bill  Jones  reporting .”  A  new  book  by  a  journalist  will  be 
entitled  Report  from  Murmansk,  Report  on  the  Senegambians, 
or  whatever.  A  magazine  devoted  to  comment  on  current  affairs  is 
called  The  Reporter.  What  are  the  connotations  of  report  that 
account  for  its  vogue ? 

2.  Among  the  oracles  whose  pronouncements  are  customarily  given 
wide  publicity  are  the  so-called  “elder  statesmen .”  What  does  the 
phrase  imply?  Who  are  the  “elder  statesmen  ’  of  this  and  other 
nations  at  the  present  moment?  Does  their  “counsel”  (how  does  it 
differ  from  “opinion”?)  have  special  authority? 

3.  There  are  over  500  members  in  the  two  houses  of  Congress.  Of 
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these ,  only  a  small  fraction  are  known ,  even  by  name ,  to  most 
Americans.  Who  are  the  best-known  senators  and  representatives , 
and  for  what  reasons  do  these  few  receive  the  bulk  of  publicity ? 
How  can  you  account  for  the  fact  that  every  time  an  important 
event  occurs  in  Washington  or  on  the  international  scene ,  and  the 
newspapers  seek  “congressional  reaction ,"  the  same  few  men  are 
quoted ?  Are  their  opinions  necessarily  the  most  authoritative  or 
representative? 

4.  In  Exercise  3  (page  136)  you  were  asked  to  consult  Bergen  Evans' 
The  Natural  History  of  Nonsense  for  information  on  various  “folk 
beliefs  ”  Mr.  Evans  is  a  professor  of  English  and  a  veteran  master 
of  ceremonies  on  television  quiz  programs ,  not  a  scientist.  His 
book,  designed  for  laymen,  includes  footnotes  giving  “ authority ” 
for  his  statements;  thus  it  has  at  least  the  appearance  of  being  a 
reliable  study.  How  can  you  determine  whether  or  not  it  is? 

EXERCISE  2  3 

How  much  attention  should  be  paid  to  the  pronouncements  of 
the  following  writers  on  the  stated  subjects?  Why? 

1.  A  sports  expert,  writing  in  the  September  14  issue  of  a  magazine,  on 
what  will  be  “the  nation's  ten  top  teams"  in  the  coming  football 
season. 

2.  A  probation  officer  with  thirty  years'  experience,  on  the  causes  of 
juvenile  delinquency. 

3.  A  retired  admiral,  on  the  proper  course  the  Department  of  State 
should  follow  in  dealing  with  a  current  international  problem. 

4.  The  English  physician  William  Harvey  (1578-1657),  on  the  cir¬ 
culation  of  the  blood. 

5.  A  good-looking  New  York  “socialite,"  on  the  cold  cream  that  is  best 
for  your  complexion. 

6.  The  president  of  the  National  Association  of  Manufacturers,  on  a 
proposed  law  to  curb  union  activity  in  politics. 

7.  The  president  of  the  United  Automobile  Workers,  on  the  same 
subject. 

8.  Your  family  doctor,  on  the  type  of  vitamin  tablet  you  should  take 
to  regain  your  strength  after  an  illness. 

9.  A  Hollywood  columnist,  on  the  soundness  of  the  federal  govern¬ 
ment’s  financial  policies. 

10.  The  same  writer,  on  the  inside  reasons  why  the  much-publicized 
marriage  of  two  popular  stars  went  on  the  rocks  after  a  year. 
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11.  A  young  mother,  in  a  short  article  in  a  happy-parenthood  magazine, 
on  ways  of  keeping  children  entertained  during  a  rainy  spell. 

12.  The  author  of  the  standard  biography  of  Robert  E.  Lee,  reviewing 
a  newly  published  book  on  the  life  of  Lee. 

13.  Jean  Henri  Fabre  (1823-1915),  French  entomologist,  on  the  social 
behavior  of  ants. 

14.  A  Harvard  economist,  on  the  long-range  prospects  of  a  uranium-mine 
stock  you  are  thinking  of  buying. 

1 5.  Three  friends  of  yours,  on  whether  or  not  you  should  elect  a  certain 
course  next  year. 


EXERCISE  2  4 

In  the  above  discussion  (page  174)  a  number  of  popular  American 
political  commentators  were  named.  What  can  be  said  of  the  bias  of 
each  one?  Are  some  more  independent  than  others?  Give  a  detailed 
report  on  the  “line”  taken  by  each  columnist  syndicated  in  the  local 
newspapers. 


EXERCISE  25  (REVIEW) 

Comment  on  the  thinking  reflected  in  each  of  the  following 
quotations  and ,  if  directed ,  write  an  essay  analyzing  in  detail  the 
reasoning  found  in  one  of  them. 

1.  Yes,  we  want  big-time  football.  The  reason  is  obvious  when  one  looks 
to  the  University  of  Chicago,  where  intercollegiate  football  has  been 
eliminated.  There  the  undergraduate  enrollment  has  dropped  to  one 
seventh  of  its  former  total.  There  is  almost  no  undergraduate  social 
life  because  the  main  rallying  point  for  undergraduate  enthusiasm  is 
gone.  The  situation  at  Chicago  is  so  bad  that  its  administration  is 
seriously  considering  reinstating  football  as  a  major  sport. 

The  skeptics  will  answer  that  we  don't  have  to  eliminate  foot¬ 
ball,  but  rather  de-emphasize  it,  in  the  way  Harvard  has  done.  The 
difference  between  our  university  and  Harvard  is  obvious.  Harvard 
can  financially  afford  to  switch  to  small-time  athletics,  while  we  can't. 
Football,  the  way  Harvard  plays  it,  is  a  losing  proposition  and  the 
financial  losses  are  absorbed  by  the  general  funds  of  the  university. 
The  general  funds  of  our  university  can’t  afford  any  greater  strain. 

2.  THE  MAN  WHO  CAN'T  AFFORD  TO  MAKE  A  MISTAKE 

In  a  very  real  sense,  the  man  who  advertises  to  you  in  magazines 
creates  a  tightrope  for  himself. 
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That  tightrope  is  made  up  of  the  three  obligations  he  takes  on 
when  he  buys  the  privilege  of  informing  you  about  his  products. 

First,  he  informs  you  publicly.  The  information  he  gives  you 
must  be  true — or  the  slips  will  stand  out  for  all  to  see. 

Next,  he  competes  for  your  dollar  in  a  printed  message.  You 
can  see  how  his  product  stacks  up  to  others. 

Finally,  he  promises  you  in  public  print  that  his  product  will 
live  up  to  the  statements  he  makes  about  it. 

So,  you  get  all  three — clear  information,  easy  comparisons, 
printed  promises.  All  while  resting  in  your  easy  chair. 

All  from  advertising  in  magazines  like  this. 

3.  [From  a  communication  addressed  to  the  faculty  senate  of  a  large 
university  by  a  campus  “note  service/’  Occasional  lapses  of  grammar 
and  the  like  have  been  retained.]  Primarily  a  student  comes  to  your 
university  for  educational  purposes.  It  is  the  partial  responsibility  of 
the  university  to  give  that  student  all  possible  aid  in  acquiring  as 
much  knowledge  as  possible  in  any  course  that  the  student  chooses. 
For  his  own  benefit,  the  student  buys  textbooks,  books  of  references, 
and  takes  notes  in  class.  Now  it  is  evident  that  no  two  sets  of  notes 
are  identical  because,  the  student  might  have  ommited  an  important 
fact,  missed  the  substance  of  the  lecture,  or  jotted  down  an  erroneous 
statement. 

We  of  the  Acme  Note  Service  hire  students  with  high  point 
average  who  take  notes  in  class,  check  them  for  accuracy  and  for 
clarity.  These  are  duplicated  and  sold  to  students  in  the  class.  These 
notes  are  easy  to  read,  complete,  accurate  and  will  enable  the  student 
to  compare  his  or  her  notes  with  ours. 

If  perchance  our  notes  might  contain  an  error  or  something  mis¬ 
leading,  the  student  buying  our  notes  questions  it  and  our  notetaker 
makes  it  a  point  to  enter  the  correct  information  in  the  next  days 
notes. 

The  aim  of  a  professor  is  to  give  every  possible  aid  to  a  student 
in  obtaining  as  much  knowledge  in  a  particular  course,  whether  the 
latter  acquires  it  from  a  textbook,  reference  books  or  lecture  notes. 
We  feel  that  if  a  student  can  compare  his  or  her  notes  with  ours, 
that  student  will  be  able  to  derive  more  from  the  course  in  regards 
to  retention  of  the  material  and  thought  stimulation. 

On  such  a  basis  it  has  been  found  that  students  derive  a  greater 
benefit  from  the  lecture  material  to  which  they  are  exposed.  This 
fact  has  been  borne  out  at  universities  such  as  The  University  of 
California  at  Berkeley,  Princeton,  Harvard,  Penn,  Columbia  and 
others. 

An  administrative  viewpoint  has  been  expressed  that  it  would 
be  dangerous  to  sell  notes  to  undergraduate  students.  That  this  view- 
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point  is  without  foundation  is  borne  out  by  favorable  results  at  other 
universities  in  which  such  note  services  are  in  operation.  We  have 
surveyed  the  students  who  buy  our  notes  and  find  that  almost  in  all 
cases  their  grades  are  up  compared  to  the  previous  quarter. 

We  have  been  told  that  some  of  the  faculty  oppose  the  fact  that 
we  commercialize  this  service.  Need  we  only  point  out  that  the  uni¬ 
versity  itself  is  a  commercialized  institution  as  is  the  sale  of  the  text¬ 
books,  reference  books,  and  other  student  aids.  Furthermore,  we  do 
not  compell  anyone  to  buy  our  notes.  They  may  do  so  if  they  want 
to  and  if  they  feel  it  will  help  them  at  all  in  their  schoolwork  here. 

It  has  been  mentioned  that  a  person  using  another's  notes  is 
cheating.  In  response  to  this  we  pose  the  following  questions:  Is  it 
considered  cheating  when  two  students  study  together?  Is  it  cheating 
when  a  student  hires  a  tutor?  We  are  of  the  impression  that  one  cheats 
when  a  student  turns  in  for  grading  some  one  elses  work.  However  we 
feel  all  will  agree  that  using  textbooks,  reference  books  and  other 
sources  of  material  such  as  edited  notes  does  not  constitute  cheating. 

4.  [A  series  of  advertisements  captioned  ‘The  Disaster  of  Government 
Intervention"] 

The  Hammurabi  Code,  written  before  2000  b.c.,  imposed  controls 
over  wages,  prices,  production,  consumption  and  all  the  rest  of  the 
economy.  It  was  thus  that  Babylonia  was  wrecked. 


Governmental  extravagance  and  bloated  bureaucracy  killed  individual 
initiative  and  led  to  the  fall  of  ancient  Greece. 


A  planned  economy  of  state  maintenance  of  the  lazy,  plus  excessive 
taxation,  brought  about  the  collapse  of  the  Roman  Empire,  and 
plunged  civilization  into  the  Dark  Ages. 


The  welfare  state  of  the  Incas  became  so  oppressive  as  to  become  easy 
prey  for  Pizarro  and  his  “Conquistadores." 


The  great  Spanish  Empire  collapsed  when  the  throne  so  regimented 
every  activity  that  no  one  could  earn  a  living  except  by  being  a 
public  employee,  a  priest,  or  a  sailor.  For  the  same  reasons,  the  British 
Empire  is  dissolving  before  our  eyes  right  now. 

5.  Ohio  health  commissioners  approved  the  fluoridation  of  water  by  city 
water  departments,  which  the  State  Health  Department  considers 
effective  in  reducing  tooth  decay. 

Will  the  people  of  Ohio  allow  a  deadly  poison  to  be  put  into 
their  drinking  water?  Do  the  people  know  what  sodium  fluoride  is, 
and  for  what  other  purpose  it  is  used? 
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Sodium  fluoride  is  used  in  rat  poison,  and  is  the  lethal  element 
in  insect  powders!  A  fine  thing  to  put  into  the  hands  of  water-works 
employes  for  “treatment”  of  tooth  decay! 

It  is  reported  that  sodium  fluoride  is  only  beneficial  to  children 
up  to  six  and  one  half  years  old,  but  dentists  will  paint  it  on  their 
teeth,  if  you  insist,  so  why  should  we  all  be  forced  to  drink  the  filthy 
stuff? 

It  will  be  interesting  to  hear  from  our  local  medical  profession 
on  the  pros  and  cons  of  fluoridation;  let’s  have  both  sides  of  the 
matter,  and  then  let  the  people  decide  whether  or  not  we  shall  have 
a  lethal  potion  added  to  our  water. 


CHAPTER  FOUR 


SENTENCES  AND  PARAGRAPHS 


W  E  have  seen  how  it  is  possible  to  “read  between  the  lines”  by 
analyzing  the  implications  of  a  writer’s  choice  of  words  and  examining 
his  habits  of  thought.  We  turn  now  to  still  another  way  of  discover¬ 
ing  more  than  appears  on  the  surface  of  any  example  of  communica¬ 
tion:  the  analysis  of  form. 

The  sentence  is  a  basic  unit  of  communication.  Individual  words, 
to  be  sure,  have  meanings  in  and  of  themselves:  nouns  stand  for 
persons,  places,  objects,  ideas;  verbs  stand  for  actions  or  states  of 
being;  and  so  on.  But  only  a  sentence  can  express  the  relationship 
between  the  various  ideas  represented  by  the  individual  words.  Babies 
begin  by  uttering  single  words.  Often  they  succeed  in  communicating 
important  ideas  to  their  parents,  but  that  is  only  because  the  parents 
are  able  to  infer  from  single  words  the  sentences  that  the  baby  is  as 
yet  unable  to  put  together.  Later  the  child  begins  to  speak  simple 
sentences;  and  when  he  does,  we  know  that  he  has  reached  the  stage 
where  he  understands  elementary  relationships  between  ideas.  As  he 
progresses  toward  adulthood,  his  sentences  become  more  and  more 
complex:  a  sign  that  he  is  gradually  extending  his  command  of  ideas 
to  include  more  complicated  relationships.  To  his  college  instructor, 
his  ability  to  write  good  sentences  is  at  least  as  valuable  a  measure 
of  his  ability  to  think  as  is  a  whole  battery  of  intelligence  tests.  The 
student  who  knows  how  to  use  the  devices  of  grammar  and  rhetoric 
to  clarify  and  sharpen  his  meaning,  and  for  whom  such  things  as 
subordination  hold  no  terrors,  impresses  his  teacher  with  his  ability 
to  put  ideas  together  and  to  discriminate  between  the  essential  and 
the  auxiliary  parts  of  what  he  has  to  say. 

Therefore,  the  length  and  structure  of  sentences,  as  well  as  of 
paragraphs  (the  unit  of  composition  next  in  size),  can  sometimes  be 
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significant  clues  to  the  thought  processes  of  the  writer  or  speaker. 
They  may  also  throw  light  upon  his  skill  in  judging  the  capabilities 
and  expectations  of  his  audience.  In  this  chapter,  too,  we  shall  ex¬ 
amine  the  closely  connected  subject  of  sentence  rhythm.  In  the  end 
we  shall  have  put  another  string  to  the  bow  by  which  we  can  pierce 
to  the  heart  of  meaning. 

At  the  outset,  it  must  be  emphasized  that  throughout  this  chap¬ 
ter  no  sweeping  generalizations  are  intended.  If,  sometimes,  our 
remarks  about  the  length,  arrangement,  and  rhythm  of  sentences 
and  paragraphs  seem  unwarrantedly  dogmatic,  it  is  only  because  space 
does  not  allow  our  going  into  the  many  ifs  and  buts  that  undoubtedly 
will  occur  to  you.  Our  sole  purpose  is  to  suggest  some  things  that  are 
worth  looking  out  for  in  your  reading— not,  in  any  sense,  to  lay  down 
inflexible  rules. 

(At  this  point,  if  you  have  any  doubt  at  all  as  to  what  is  meant 
by  “subordination, ”  look  up  the  subject  in  a  handbook  of  compo¬ 
sition  and  study  it  thoroughly.  The  following  discussion  assumes  a 
sound  elementary  knowledge  of  the  principles  of  subordination  and 
sentence  construction  from  the  writer's  viewpoint.) 


Sentence  Length 

Sentence  length  depends,  for  one  thing,  on  the  complexity  of  the 
idea  to  be  expressed.  A  simple,  unqualified  statement  requires  only 
a  very  short  sentence;  a  statement  of  an  idea  that  is  more  subtle,  or 
set  forth  in  some  detail,  or  hedged  about  with  modifications  and 
restrictions,  requires  a  longer  sentence.  In  our  time,  the  average  length 
of  sentences  written  for  a  wide  middle-class  audience— say,  the  audi¬ 
ence  to  whom  the  Reader's  Digest ,  Newsweek ,  or  a  best-selling  novel 
is  addressed— is  somewhere  between  twenty  and  thirty  words.  This 
means,  in  effect,  that  the  average  sentence  is  longer  and  more  com¬ 
plex  than  that  of  a  fourth  grader  (“George  Washington  was  born 
in  1732.  His  father  was  a  wealthy  plantation  owner.  The  story  about 
the  cherry  tree  is  not  true")  but  that  it  is  shorter  and  less  intricate 
than  that  of  a  writer  addressing  himself  to  an  audience  of  superior 
education  and  intelligence  (“Whatever  the  event  may  be,  the  difficult 
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but  essential  task  which  confronts  all  democratic  societies  today  may 
be  formulated  as  follows:  how  in  practice  to  curtail  the  freedom  of 
the  individual  in  economic  enterprise  sufficiently  to  effect  that  equality 
of  opportunity  and  of  possessions  without  which  democracy  is  an 
empty  form,  and  at  the  same  time  to  preserve  that  measure  of  indi¬ 
vidual  freedom  in  intellectual  and  political  life  without  which  it 
cannot  exist”). 

Fashions  in  sentence-length  change.  Although  there  never  has 
been  a  time  when  very  long  or  very  short  sentences  were  overwhelm¬ 
ingly  predominant  in  literary  practice,  it  is  true  that  past  generations 
were  more  hospitable  to  the  long  sentence  than  we  are.  Whenever  we 
read  in  older  books— Shakespeare  or  Milton  or  Boswell  or  Scott  or 
Melville— we  are  struck  by  their  authors'  frequent  use  of  what  seem 
to  us,  with  our  present-day  standards,  to  be  extremely  long  sentences. 
Milton's  poems  contain  sentences  running  to  thirty  or  more  lines  of 
verse,  and  prose  writers  sometimes  produced  sentences  two  or  three 
hundred  words  long.  They  are  often  fine  sentences,  too;  though  their 
thought  is  complex,  and  they  can  hardly  be  skimmed  through,  they 
are  themselves  works  of  art.  For  a  single  example,  look  at  this  sum¬ 
mary  sentence  from  Sidney's  Defence  of  Poesy ,  which  is  here  arranged 
so  as  to  make  its  component  parts  more  easily  discernible: 

Since,  then,  poetry  is  of  all  human  learnings  the  most  ancient,  and 
of  most  fatherly  antiquity,  as  from  whence  other  learnings  have 
taken  their  beginnings; 

since  it  is  so  universal  that  no  learned  nation  doth  despise  it,  nor 
barbarous  nation  is  without  it; 

since  both  Roman  and  Greek  gave  such  divine  names  unto  it,  the 
one  of  prophesying,  the  other  of  making,  and  that  indeed  that 
name  of  making  is  fit  for  him,  considering  that  where  all  other 
arts  retain  themselves  within  their  subject,  and  receive,  as  it 
were,  their  being  from  it,  the  poet  only,  only  bringeth  his  own 
stuff,  and  doth  not  learn  a  conceit  out  of  a  matter,  but  maketh 
matter  for  a  conceit; 

since  neither  his  description  nor  end  containeth  any  evil,  the  thing 
described  cannot  be  evil; 

since  his  effects  be  so  good  as  to  teach  goodness,  and  delight  the 
learners  of  it; 

since  therein  (namely  in  moral  doctrine,  the  chief  of  all  knowledges) 
he  doth  not  only  far  pass  the  historian,  but,  for  instructing,  is 
well  nigh  comparable  to  the  philosopher,  for  moving,  leaveth 
him  behind  him; 
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since  the  Holy  Scripture  (wherein  there  is  no  uncleanness)  hath 
whole  parts  in  it  poetical,  and  that  even  our  Saviour  Jesus 
Christ  vouchsafed  to  use  the  flowers  of  it; 

since  all  his  kinds  are  not  only  in  their  united  forms  but  in  their 
severed  dissections  fully  commendable; 

I  think,  and  think  I  think  rightly,  the  laurel  crown  appointed  for 
triumphant  captains  doth  worthily,  of  all  other  learnings, 
honour  the  poet’s  triumph. 

That,  you  will  agree,  is  a  long  sentence.  But  the  mere  length  of  sen¬ 
tences  sometimes  found  in  older  writing  should  never  discourage  you. 
Because  you  are  not  used  to  them,  you  will  often  have  to  shift  into 
low  gear  when  reading  them.  Taking  them  slowly,  and  analyzing  them 
into  their  components,  you  will  find  that  they  are  really  not  as  for¬ 
midable  as  they  look  on  the  printed  page  (when  the  eye  is  searching 
desperately  for  a  period),  and,  in  addition,  that  in  the  hands  of  a 
master  writer  they  have  an  unmistakable  architectural  beauty,  massive 
and  yet  graceful. 

In  the  past  century  or  so,  the  tendency  in  writing  that  is  specifi¬ 
cally  designed  for  a  large  audience  has  been  toward  shorter,  easier-to- 
grasp-at-one-glance  sentences.  The  spread  of  literacy  among  the  masses 
of  people  (America  was  considerably  ahead  of  England  in  this  re¬ 
spect),  the  development  of  cheap  books,  magazines,  and  newspapers 
to  satisfy  the  consequent  demand  for  “something  easy  and  interesting 
to  read/’  and  the  increase  in  the  tempo  of  living  all  combined  to  make 
the  shorter  sentence  desirable  and  indeed  necessary.  Since  as  a  rule 
the  millions  who  formed  a  popular  market  for  reading  matter  had 
had  only  a  few  years  of  schooling,  everything  they  read  had  to  be  in 
simple  English,  the  vocabulary  confined  to  everyday  words  and  the 
sentences  brief  and  uncomplicated.  In  time,  this  tendency  toward 
simple  expression  spread  from  large-circulation  magazines  and  news¬ 
papers  into  many  fields  of  writing,  so  that  nowadays  books  and  peri¬ 
odicals  designed  for  a  relatively  small,  well-educated  audience  also 
are  written  in  shorter  sentences.  Finally,  the  pace  of  living  has  become 
so  much  faster  that  the  man  who  reads  while  he  runs  has  become 
virtually  the  symbol  of  modern  civilization;  and  the  long  sentence 
cannot  be  read  and  comprehended  by  those  who  are  in  a  hurry. 
Reading  matter  must  be  fitted  to  the  needs  of  those  who  manage  to 
read  only  in  the  odd  moments  of  their  lives,  between  business  and 
social  duties,  household  chores,  and  television  programs.  Thus  the 
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existence  of  an  audience  ill-equipped  to  grasp  the  complexities  of 
longer  sentences,  and,  in  the  face  of  so  many  other  claims  upon 
time,  the  absence  of  leisure  and  inclination  to  do  so,  virtually  requires 
that  sentences  be  fairly  short. 

Now,  what  can  sometimes  be  inferred  from  the  length  of  the 
sentence  a  writer  uses?  When  we  find  a  modern  writer  employing 
sentences  whose  average  (i.e.,  mean)  length  is  about  “normal,”  there 
is  nothing  especially  significant  to  infer  concerning  him  or  his  mo¬ 
tives.  He  is  simply  following  the  custom  of  the  day.  (The  length  of 
his  individual  sentences  may,  of  course,  vary  widely.)  But  when 
present-day  writers  deviate  habitually  or  with  seeming  purposefulness 
from  the  norm,  we  may  profitably  ask  why. 

In  the  first  place,  we  have  already  noted  that  the  extremely  brief, 
uncomplicated  sentence  is  characteristic  of  the  child.  It  is  also  charac¬ 
teristic  of  the  mind  which  remains  immature  beyond  the  years  of 
physical  immaturity.  Suppose,  for  example,  a  grown  woman  wrote  in 
a  personal  letter: 

Henry  came  to  see  us  today.  He  brought  his  new  bride  with  him. 
We  were  glad  to  see  them.  We  hadn't  seen  Henry  for  at  least  a  year. 
Of  course  we  had  been  wondering  what  sort  of  girl  he  was  going  to 
marry.  She  is  rather  tall.  She  has  light  hair  and  looks  much  younger 
than  he  is.  She  seemed  a  little  shy.  I  suppose  that  will  wear  oE  in 
time.  She  probably  sensed  she  was  being  looked  over.  They  stayed 
only  an  hour.  Henry  seems  very  much  wrapped  up  in  her. 

There  writes  someone  who  must  handle  her  thoughts  one  at  a 
time,  in  separate  and  distinct  units,  without  any  regard  for  their  rela¬ 
tionship  one  to  another  or  for  their  relative  importance.  A  mature 
mind  would  have  instinctively  seen  that  the  information  to  be  con¬ 
veyed  could  be  grouped  conveniently  about  two  or  three  main  ideas, 
to  which  the  remaining  details  should  be  attached  as  explanatory 
pendants: 

Henry  and  his  new  bride  spent  an  hour  with  us  today.  We  were 
glad  to  see  them,  because  we  had  not  seen  Henry  for  at  least  a  year 
and  of  course  we  had  been  wondering  what  sort  of  girl  he  was  going 
to  marry.  She  is  a  light-haired  girl,  rather  tall  and  seemingly  much 
younger  than  he  is.  We  thought  she  was  a  little  shy,  but  she  probably 
sensed  that  she  was  being  looked  over;  I  suppose  her  shyness  will 
wear  oE  in  time.  Henry  seems  very  much  wrapped  up  in  her. 
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Secondly,  because  there  is  no  room  in  a  very  short  sentence  for 
anything  but  one  unelaborated  thought,  it  follows  that  an  idea  set 
forth  in  such  a  sentence  will  receive  a  degree  of  emphasis  impossible 
if  some  of  the  reader's  attention  is  claimed  by  details.  The  writer  or 
speaker  who  wishes  to  persuade  an  audience  of  average  or  less-than- 
average  education  knows  that  he  will  succeed  best  when  the  argument 
is  couched  in  brief,  almost  staccato  sentences. 

Our  city  is  on  the  threshold  of  a  great  era.  Of  this  we  can  be  sure. 
But  in  order  to  fulfill  the  promise  of  the  future,  we  must  be  willing 
to  work — and  to  spend.  We  need  a  larger  police  force  for  public 
protection.  We  need  a  modernized  fire  department.  We  need  an 
enlarged  library.  We  need  to  increase  the  pay-scale  of  teachers  in 
the  public  schools.  We  need  to  improve  our  water  supply.  For  all 
these  needs  there  is  but  one  solution.  We  must  see  that  the  bond 
issue  is  approved  by  the  voters  at  the  November  election. 

By  the  use  of  such  brief  sentences  the  successive  ideas  are  hammered 
into  one's  consciousness,  separately  and  emphatically.  The  same  mate¬ 
rial  could  easily  have  been  incorporated  into  three  sentences  of  fairly 
“normal"  length;  but  much  of  their  force  would  have  been  lost. 

From  the  point  of  view  of  the  reader,  the  danger  in  a  writer's 
use  of  brief,  sharp  sentences  is  that  it  can  make  the  ideas  appear  much 
more  important  and  unqualified  than  they  really  are.  Anyone  can 
write  in  short  sentences,  but  not  everyone  has  something  to  say  that 
deserves  the  prominence  and  emphasis  of  short  sentences.  In  most 
readers'  minds,  the  short  sentence  carries  an  unmistakable  connota¬ 
tion  of  wisdom,  because  down  through  the  ages  it  has  acted  as  the 
setting  for  all  the  familiar  gems  of  “truth" — “people  who  make  no 
noise  are  dangerous"— “he  that  spareth  his  rod  hateth  his  son"— “the 
reward  of  a  thing  well  done  is  to  have  done  it."  And  so  when  a  writer 
wishes  to  convince  his  audience  of  the  deep  truth  of  his  ideas,  he 
takes  care  to  couch  them  in  the  language  which  people  habitually 
associate  with  proverbs  and  axioms  and  the  sayings  of  philosophers. 

Our  nation  has  always  taken  the  middle  road.  Its  motto  is,  Nothing 
to  excess.  On  the  one  hand,  it  spurns  the  advice  of  the  Cassandras 
that  change  means  disaster.  On  the  other  hand,  it  rejects  the  pro¬ 
posals  of  those  who  would  create  Utopia  overnight.  Nothing  is  more 
profoundly  characteristic  of  Americans  than  their  reverence  for  the 
golden  mean.  It  follows,  then,  that  progressivism  is  the  true  Amcri- 
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can  philosophy.  Neither  conservative  nor  radical,  it  believes  in 
gradual,  well-considered,  above  all  sound  evolution. 

In  essence,  what  we  have  here  is  simply  another  manifestation 
of  the  “transfer”  device— the  borrowing  of  prestige.  Here  the  prestige 
is  obtained,  not  so  much  from  the  words  themselves,  with  whatever 
affective  connotations  they  may  have,  as  from  the  manner  of  the 
sentences— short,  dignified,  reminiscent  of  the  style  of  popular  phi¬ 
losophers.  But  the  result  is  the  same.  The  questionings  of  the  mind 
tend  to  be  stilled,  and  the  reader  is  swayed  by  devices  of  rhetoric 
rather  than  by  reason. 

Finally,  the  short  sentence  is  often  used  for  special  effects.  Often 
such  use  is  perfectly  legitimate  and  honest.  What,  for  example,  would 
a  crime  thriller  be  like  without  the  terse,  clipped  sentences  that  por¬ 
tend  a  crisis  or  describe  a  tense  episode?  The  very  absence  of  elabora¬ 
tion,  the  concentration  upon  a  few  bare,  simple  facts,  add  suspense 
and  excitement  to  the  narrative.  Again,  particularly  among  modern 
novelists  and  short-story  writers  who  have  been  influenced  by  Ernest 
Hemingway,  conspicuously  brief,  laconic  sentences  made  up  of  short, 
common  words  are  used  to  suggest  the  direct,  uncomplicated  reac¬ 
tions  and  thoughts  of  the  characters,  whose  experiences  are  presented 
as  a  plain  sequence  of  separate  events  and  perceptions,  with  no  at¬ 
tempt  at  synthesis  or  commentary  on  the  part  of  the  writer.  It  is 
life  viewed  on  the  plane  of  elementary  stimulus-response  relationships, 
unelaborated  and  unsoftened  by  sophistication  or  sentiment,  and  the 
short-sentence  style  is  designed  to  convey  this  sense  of  almost  primi¬ 
tive  matter-of-factness. 

But  often  the  short  sentence  is  used  to  work  up  dramatic  effects 
that  are  not  justified  by  the  facts  involved.  Sometimes,  indeed,  the 
shortest  possible  sentence  is  itself  too  long,  and  the  writer  falls  back 
on  single  phrases.  This  produces  what  may  be  called  the  slam-bang- 
zowie  style,  as  in  the  following  excerpt  from  a  self-help  book  on  “how 
to  write”: 

Sweat  wins.  Never  rely  on  inspiration.  Never  put  your  trust  in 
bright  ideas.  Never  sink  into  deep  thought,  hoping  that  at  the  bottom 
of  the  well  you’ll  find  treasure. 

Sit  at  your  desk.  Take  up  pen  or  pencil — better  yet,  start  thump¬ 
ing  at  the  typewriter  keys.  Set  yourself  a  task.  Go  at  it.  This  morn- 
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ing.  This  afternoon.  Tomorrow  morning.  Tomorrow  afternoon.  And 
so  on,  forever  and  ever,  amen. 

Warming  up  will  carry  you  further  than  any  other  single  proce¬ 
dure.  Writing  is  like  a  Marathon.  No.  It  is  a  Marathon.  Over  hill 
and  dale  you  go.  Under  trees,  over  brooks,  on  and  on  until  you  pant 
and  puff,  drip  and  shine.  It’s  a  rough  game,  this  business  of  writing. 

Sweat  wins.  Drip,  drip,  drip.  Win,  win,  win.  It’s  as  simple  as 
that.  It’s  as  hard  as  that.* 

Try  to  describe  the  sort  of  person  who  would  be  influenced  by 
such  writing;  and  then  put  the  same  advice  (which  is  not  necessarily 
endorsed  by  the  present  author)  into  a  style  more  suited  to  your  own 
tastes. 

Little  need  be  said  here  of  extremely  long  sentences.  We  have 
already  noted  that  their  presence  should  never  deter  you  from  reading 
older  literature.  In  modern  writing  for  a  general  audience,  they  are 
relatively  infrequent;  if  they  occur  in  an  author’s  manuscript,  usually 
they  are  broken  up  by  his  editor,  before  the  manuscript  goes  to  the 
printer.  They  do,  however,  occur  in  some  kinds  of  specialized  writing, 
such  as  those  discussed  in  Chapter  Two;  in  legal  writing,  where  they 
can  sometimes  be  defended,  sometimes  not;  and  in  governmental 
correspondence,  records,  and  other  documents.  A  satirical  commen¬ 
tary  on  sprawling,  formless  sentences  that  run  on  and  on— as  well  as 
upon  the  kind  of  writing  we  discussed  on  pages  79-85— is  found  in 
the  following  excerpt  from  a  government  publication: 

The  present  movement  toward  simplification  of  language  and  direct¬ 
ness  of  statement  in  government  writing  and  the  elimination  of 
jargon  and  unnecessary  wordiness  as  well  as  the  use  of  short,  direct 
statements  instead  of  long  sentences  which  are  difficult  to  under¬ 
stand  because  the  reader  is  apt  to  get  lost  before  he  arrives,  if  he 
ever  does,  at  the  meaning  intended  by  the  writer,  is  a  valuable 
attempt  to  achieve  economy  and  intelligibility,  for  many  pamphlets, 
instruction  sheets,  ordinary  memoranda  and  assorted  missives  cir¬ 
culated  through  the  War  Department  fail  of  their  primary  purpose 
through  befogging  their  contents  by  use  of  pseudo-official  phrase¬ 
ology  which  only  the  initiated  can  hope  to  understand  and  of  which 
even  they  cannot  be  certain  without  reference  either  to  the  key  works 
needed  for  translating  them  or  to  their  own  garbled  and  confused 
memories  of  dealing,  usually  without  much  success  and  always  after 
a  long  period  of  time  and  travail,  with  similar  kinds  of  wording  in 
similar  situations,  so,  though  don’t  be  too  hopeful,  for  someone  with 
unusual  gifts  and  energy  in  applying  them  will  manage  triumph- 

*  Walter  B.  Pitkin,  The  Art  of  Useful  Writing,  pp.  10-11,  by  permission  of 
the  McGraw-Hill  Book  Company,  Inc.,  publishers. 
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antly  to  misunderstand  you  no  matter  what  you  say  or  how  you 
say  it,  try  saying  what  you  have  to  say  as  simply  and  as  briefly  as  you 
can,  and  then  after  you’ve  said  it,  stop  saying  it  and  don’t  say  it 
any  more. 


EXERCISE  1 

1.  Since  this  book  is  intended  for  readers  with  at  least  an  “avera ge” 
education  (high-school  graduates),  its  sentences  should  come  fairly 
close  to  the  norm  described  on  page  187.  To  check  this ,  count 
the  words  in  a  sufficient  number  of  sentences  to  permit  a  sound 
generalization  and  then  End  the  arithmetical  mean.  If  the  average 
sentence  turns  out  to  be  longer  than  you  expected,  can  you  at¬ 
tribute  it  to  any  special  intention  on  the  part  of  the  author ?  (At 
the  same  time ,  in  anticipation  of  later  pages  in  which  the  topic  of 
paragraph  length  is  discussed,  determine  the  average  number  of 
sentences  contained  in  a  paragraph  of  this  book.) 

2.  In  the  same  manner,  study  the  sentences  and  paragraphs  in  each 
of  the  following,  and  estimate  how  well  adapted  they  are  for  the 
intended  audience  and  for  the  author's  presumable  purposes: 

(a)  A  copy  of:  Life;  the  Reader's  Digest  or  any  other  "digest” 
magazine;  the  Atlantic  Monthly;  Foreign  Affairs;  the  Partisan, 
Hudson,  or  Kenyon  Review;  a  pulp  magazine  of  the  true- 
romance,  western,  or  detective  variety. 

(b)  The  four  excerpts  from  history  books  printed  on  pages  65-68. 

(c)  Your  latest  theme. 

EXERCISE  3 

The  following  sentences  were  written  between  1775  and  1850. 
What  changes  would  have  to  be  made  if  they  were  to  be  printed  in 
a  contemporary  magazine ?  Try  your  hand  at  rewriting  each  of  them 
in  modern  prose. 

1.  It  has  been  observed  in  all  ages,  that  the  advantages  of  nature  or  of 
fortune  have  contributed  very  little  to  the  promotion  of  happiness; 
and  that  those  whom  the  splendour  of  their  rank,  or  the  extent  of 
their  capacity,  have  placed  upon  the  summits  of  human  life,  have  not 
often  given  any  just  occasion  to  envy  in  those  who  look  up  to  them 
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from  a  lower  station:  whether  it  be  that  apparent  superiority  incites 
great  designs,  and  great  designs  are  naturally  liable  to  fatal  miscar¬ 
riages;  or  that  the  general  lot  of  mankind  is  misery,  and  the  misfor¬ 
tunes  of  those  whose  eminence  drew  upon  them  an  universal  atten¬ 
tion,  have  been  more  carefully  recorded,  because  they  were  more 
generally  observed,  and  have  in  reality  been  only  more  conspicuous 
than  those  of  others,  not  more  frequent,  or  more  severe. 

2.  Her  mighty  lakes,  like  oceans  of  liquid  silver;  her  mountains,  with 
their  bright  aerial  tints;  her  valleys,  teeming  with  wild  fertility;  her 
tremendous  cataracts,  thundering  in  their  solitudes;  her  boundless 
plains,  waving  with  spontaneous  verdure;  her  broad  deep  rivers,  roll¬ 
ing  in  solemn  silence  to  the  ocean;  her  trackless  forests,  where  vegeta¬ 
tion  puts  forth  all  its  magnificence;  her  skies,  kindling  with  the  magic 
of  summer  clouds  and  glorious  sunshine; — no,  never  need  an  American 
look  beyond  his  own  country  for  the  sublime  and  beautiful  of  natural 
scenery. 

3.  I  made  a  study  of  the  ancient  and  indispensable  art  of  breadmaking, 
consulting  such  authorities  as  offered,  going  back  to  the  primitive 
days  and  first  invention  of  the  unleavened  kind,  when  from  the  wild¬ 
ness  of  nuts  and  meats  men  first  reached  the  mildness  and  refinement 
of  this  diet,  and  travelling  gradually  down  in  my  studies  through  that 
accidental  souring  of  the  dough  which,  it  is  supposed,  taught  the 
leavening  process,  and  through  the  various  fermentations  thereafter, 
till  I  came  to  “good,  sweet,  wholesome  bread,”  the  staff  of  life. 

4.  If  the  reader  has  ever  been  present  in  a  vast  metropolis  on  the  day 
when  some  great  national  idol  was  carried  in  funeral  pomp  to  his 
grave,  and,  chancing  to  walk  near  the  course  through  which  it  passed, 
has  felt  powerfully,  in  the  silence  and  desertion  of  the  streets,  and  in 
the  stagnation  of  ordinary  business,  the  deep  interest  which  at  that  mo¬ 
ment  was  possessing  the  heart  of  man — if  all  at  once  he  should  hear 
the  death-like  stillness  broken  up  by  the  sound  of  wheels  rattling  away 
from  the  scene,  and  making  known  that  the  transitory  vision  was 
dissolved,  he  will  be  aware  that  at  no  moment  was  his  sense  of  the 
complete  suspension  and  pause  in  ordinary  human  concerns  so  full 
and  affecting  as  at  that  moment  when  the  suspension  ceases,  and  the 
goings-on  of  human  life  are  suddenly  resumed. 

EXERCISE  3 

Each  of  the  following  passages  is  from  the  work  of  a  celebrated 
American  novelist.  One  writer  is  distinguished  for  his  use  of  ex¬ 
tremely  short ,  staccato  sentences ,  the  other  for  his  love  of  long , 
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elaborate  sentences.  Define  as  precisely  as  you  can  the  effect  of  each 
of  these  passages  and  describe  the  mental  operations  of  the  character 
whose  point  of  view  the  author  is  portraying.  How  does  the  form  of 
the  sentences  help  reveal  the  nature  of  each  character  s  response  to 
experience? 

1.  The  sun  came  through  the  open  window  and  shone  through  the  beer 
bottles  on  the  table.  The  bottles  were  half  full.  There  was  a  little 
froth  on  the  beer  in  the  bottles,  not  much  because  it  was  very  cold. 
It  collared  up  when  you  poured  it  into  the  tall  glasses.  I  looked  out 
of  the  open  window  at  the  white  road.  The  trees  beside  the  road  were 
dusty.  Beyond  was  a  green  field  and  a  stream.  There  were  trees  along 
the  stream  and  a  mill  with  a  water  wheel.  Through  the  open  side  of  the 
mill  I  saw  a  long  log  and  a  saw  in  it  rising  and  falling.  No  one  seemed 
to  be  tending  it.  There  were  four  crows  walking  in  the  green  field. 
One  crow  sat  in  a  tree  watching.  Outside  on  the  porch  the  cook  got 
off  his  chair  and  passed  into  the  hall  that  led  back  into  the  kitchen. 
Inside,  the  sunlight  shone  through  the  empty  glasses  on  the  table. 
John  was  leaning  forward  with  his  head  on  his  arms. 

2.  The  place  itself  was  a  great  impression — a  small  pavilion,  clear-faced 
and  sequestered,  an  effect  of  polished  parquet,  of  fine  white  panel 
and  spare,  sallow  gilt,  of  decoration  delicate  and  rare,  in  the  heart  of 
the  Faubourg  Saint  Germain  and  on  the  edge  of  a  cluster  of  gardens 
attached  to  old  noble  houses.  Far  back  from  streets  and  unsuspected 
by  crowds,  reached  by  a  long  passage  and  a  quiet  court,  it  was  as 
striking  to  the  unprepared  mind,  he  immediately  saw,  as  a  treasure  dug 
up;  giving  him  too,  more  than  anything  yet,  the  note  of  the  range  of 
the  immeasurable  town  and  sweeping  away,  as  by  a  last  brave  brush, 
his  usual  landmarks  and  terms.  It  was  in  the  garden,  a  spacious, 
cherished  remnant,  out  to  which  a  dozen  persons  had  already  passed, 
that  Chad’s  host  presently  met  them;  while  the  tall,  bird-haunted 
trees,  all  of  a  twitter  with  the  spring  and  the  weather,  and  the  high 
party-walls,  on  the  other  side  of  which  grave  hdtels  stood  off  for 
privacy,  spoke  of  survival,  transmission,  association,  a  strong,  indif¬ 
ferent,  persistent  order.  The  day  was  so  soft  that  the  little  party  had 
practically  adjourned  to  the  open  air,  but  the  open  air,  in  such  con¬ 
ditions,  was  all  a  chamber  of  state.  Strether  had  presently  the  sense 
of  a  great  convent,  a  convent  of  missions,  famous  for  he  scarce  knew 
what,  a  nursery  of  young  priests,  of  scattered  shade,  of  straight  alleys 
and  chapel-bells,  that  spread  its  mass  in  one  quarter;  he  had  the  sense 
of  names  in  the  air,  of  ghosts  at  the  windows,  of  signs  and  tokens,  a 
whole  range  of  expression,  all  about  him,  too  thick  for  prompt  dis¬ 
crimination. 
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EXERCISE  4 

The  following  anecdote  appeared  in  a  leaflet  enclosed  with  a 
telephone  bill.  For  the  purpose  its  author  had  in  mind— to  create 
good  will  for  the  company  by  telling  an  interesting  story  to  millions 
of  subscribers  in  the  brief  interval  between  their  opening  the  en¬ 
velope  and  throwing  the  leaflet  in  the  wastebasket— it  is  expertly 
written.  Your  job:  to  rewrite  the  story  in  less  breathless  fashion ,  with 
more  mature  sentences— say,  for  the  adult  reader  of  a  magazine.  De¬ 
cide  before  you  begin  whether  you  want  to  treat  the  episode  as  light- 
heartedly  as  the  author  does.  You  need  not  retain  the  one-paragraph 
form  of  the  original. 

Here’s  a  question  with  which  most  of  us  are  familiar:  “Who  pays  the 
bill?”  Well,  the  answer  to  this  was  a  life-saver  in  one  case  at  least.  A 
little  girl  in  suburban  Chicago  couldn’t  seem  to  find  anything  to  swallow 
but  silver  polish.  This  wasn’t  too  healthful.  Father  rushed  her  to  Resur¬ 
rection  Hospital  and  was  informed  an  hour  later  that  she  wasn’t  staging 
much  of  a  comeback.  Father  had  lived  with  telephones  all  his  life.  It 
came  natural  for  him  to  reach.  He  reached  twice,  once  for  the  silver 
polish  with  the  label  on  it  and  once  for  the  telephone.  Fie  got  a  voice 
and  read  the  label  to  it.  Then  there  were  other  voices.  A  telephone  in 
the  offices  of  the  manufacturer  in  New  York  began  to  ring  but  no  one 
answered — closed  for  the  weekend.  No  emergency  numbers  were  listed, 
but  the  telephone  girls  were  thinking  all  along  the  line  and  someone 
asked,  “Who  pays  the  bill?”  “who  pays  the  bill?”  routed  out  of 
bed  an  accountant  for  the  telephone  company  in  New  York.  He  raced 
to  the  office  where  records  showed  a  name.  Eleven  calls  in  the  five  bor¬ 
oughs  finally  located  an  executive.  Seconds  later  the  polish  formula  and 
antidote  were  being  dictated  to  the  doctors.  The  child  recovered,  probably 
to  grow  up  to  be  the  mother  of  someone  who  sometime  will  do  something 
that  will  send  Mother  flying  to  the  telephone. 


Sentence  Arrangement 

The  precise  order  in  which  the  various  elements  of  a  sentence 
are  arranged  helps  determine  how  clearly  and  emphatically  a  writer’s 
ideas  are  communicated  to  his  reader.  Why  is  this  so?  What  happens 
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in  the  reader’s  mind  as  it  meets  sentences  of  various  types?  What 
clues  to  the  author  s  competence  and  intention  may  be  found  in  his 
choice  of  one  kind  of  sentence  rather  than  another? 

If  we  were  to  examine  in  slow  motion  the  process  by  which  a 
sentence  impresses  itself  upon  the  mind,  we  should  see  first  of  all 
that  between  each  sentence  there  is  a  definite  break  in  the  reading 
function.  The  mind,  signaled  by  the  full-stop  punctuation  (period, 
exclamation  point,  or  question  mark),  pauses  for  an  instant  before 
proceeding  with  the  next  sentence,  just  as  there  is  a  short  lapse  be¬ 
tween  sentences  in  the  electric  signs  that  spell  out  news  items  and 
advertisements  in  large  cities.  As  we  read,  we  are  of  course  completely 
unaware  of  this  pause,  but  it  occurs  nevertheless.  In  it,  our  mind  is 
momentarily  refreshed  and  made  ready  to  absorb  the  next  idea.  There¬ 
fore,  since  the  mind  is  particularly  receptive  to  the  idea  contained  in 
the  first  few  words  of  the  next  sentence,  a  writer  is  well  advised  to 
place  an  important  idea  in  that  initial  position.  The  portion  of  the 
sentence  which  follows  (i.e.,  the  middle)  is  a  less  favorable  position 
for  important  ideas,  because  the  mind  is  busy  with  that  first  thought, 
and  though  it  takes  in  these  following  ideas,  it  does  not  give  them 
the  same  degree  of  attention.  But  then  the  mind  reaches  the  end  of 
the  sentence;  the  punctuation  signals  another  pause;  and  what  hap¬ 
pens?  Because  the  last  words  of  the  sentence  are  not  obscured  by 
anything  following,  the  mind  has  a  chance  to  echo  them;  they  “sink 
in.” 

Tims,  of  the  three  main  positions  in  a  sentence  of  normal  or 
greater-than-normal  length,  the  end  is  the  most  desirable  for  the 
placing  of  the  idea  which  the  writer  wishes  to  impress  upon  his  read¬ 
er’s  mind.  This  is  the  principle  underlying  the  so-called  “periodic” 
sentence— a  sentence  which  either  wholly  postpones  the  most  impor¬ 
tant  idea,  or  else  delays  its  completion,  until  the  very  end.  The  pe¬ 
riodic  sentence  is  effective  for  three  reasons:  (1)  It  keeps  the  reader’s 
mind  alert  throughout  the  sentence,  waiting  for  what  is  to  come.  (If 
the  reader  is  satisfied  that  he  has  received  the  main  idea  at  the  very 
outset  of  the  sentence,  his  mind  will  relax,  even  doze,  for  the  remain¬ 
der  of  the  sentence.)  (2)  Having  thus  stimulated  the  mind  to  alert¬ 
ness,  the  technique  will  make  the  main  idea,  when  it  does  finally 
appear,  the  more  impressive.  (3)  It  enables  the  mind,  in  its  brief 
pause  between  sentences,  to  register  the  final  words  more  vividly. 
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In  the  light  of  this  discussion  of  how  the  mind  works  when 
reading  a  sentence,  compare  these  two  sentences: 

The  girl  somehow  suggested  a  Chinese  princess,  with  her  jet-black 
hair,  her  singularly  high  cheekbones,  her  slanting  eyes,  her  hands 
with  their  long,  tapered  fingers. 

With  her  jet-black  hair,  her  singularly  high  cheekbones,  her  slanting 
eyes,  her  hands  with  their  long,  tapered  fingers^  the  girl  somehow 
suggested  a  Chinese  princess. 

There  is  nothing  the  matter  with  the  first  sentence:  it  covers  all  the 
details,  systematically  and  clearly.  But  if  the  writer  wished  above  all 
to  impress  his  reader  with  the  fact  that  the  girl  resembled  a  Chinese 
princess,  he  would  have  done  better  to  keep  that  fact  for  the  last.  In 
the  first  sentence,  though  the  Chinese-princess  idea  is  presented  to  a 
mind  refreshed  by  its  pause  between  sentences,  that  general  idea  is 
immediately  pushed  into  the  background  by  the  details  of  the  girl's 
appearance,  and  the  item  upon  which  the  mind  dwells,  when  it 
completes  its  course  through  the  sentence,  is  the  fact  that  she  had 
long,  tapered  fingers— which  may  be  the  least  significant  of  all  the 
details.  The  emphasis  is  corrected  in  the  second  version,  which  pre¬ 
sents  a  series  of  details  that  merge  in  the  mind  and  then  are  effectively 
summarized  by  the  core  of  the  sentence— the  subject,  verb,  and  object. 
The  following  sentences  all  follow  the  same  scheme: 

Staring  into  space,  absently  twirling  the  silver  key  chain  attached 
to  his  belt,  he  realized  for  the  first  time  the  ambiguity  of  his  position. 

If  there  is  no  change  in  his  condition  by  tomorrow  noon,  and  if,  as 
I  hope,  I  can  get  a  reservation,  I  shall  fly  back  to  Chicago. 

With  all  its  faults,  and  no  level-headed  and  realistic  observer  can 
deny  that  they  are  many,  the  American  system  of  government,  based 
on  the  principles  of  democratic  representation  and  parliamentary 
legislation,  marks  the  highest  level  of  success  that  man's  age-old 
quest  for  a  more  perfect  society  has  yet  achieved. 

These  are  instances  of  the  complete  delaying  of  the  principal 
idea.  A  second  common  means  of  maintaining  reader-interest 
throughout  the  sentence  is  that  of  beginning  the  clause  containing 
the  main  idea  and  then  postponing  its  completion  by  inserting  modi¬ 
fiers  or  other  interrupting  (but  always  relevant)  material.  “A  few 
minutes  after  noon  the  police,  who  had  been  awaiting  the  arrival  of 
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reinforcements  from  several  other  precincts,  rushed  into  the  barri¬ 
caded  house/7  “The  nations  of  the  world,  because  another  world  war 
would  result  in  complete  and  unthinkable  annihilation,  have  no 
alternative  but  to  find  some  means  of  coexisting/7  There  is,  however, 
the  danger  that  such  sentences  may  defeat  their  purpose  if  the  in¬ 
terruption  between  subject  and  predicate  is  too  long.  The  intervening 
matter  may  completely  erase  the  subject  of  the  main  clause  from 
one's  mind:  “A  fresh  approach  to  the  problem,  free  of  partisan  bias, 
motivated  by  a  realization  of  the  disaster  that  would  result  from 
neglect  or  unintelligent  handling  of  the  complex  factors  involved, 
utilizing  the  information  amassed  by  the  experts  who  have  been  study¬ 
ing  the  question  for  many  months— 77  (at  this  point  the  mind  sud¬ 
denly  realizes  that  it  has  completely  forgotten  what  all  these  phrases 
were  supposed  to  modify,  and  must  go  back  to  the  beginning)  “is 
needed.77  And  the  end,  when  it  comes,  is  so  brief  and,  in  comparison 
with  the  important-sounding  phrases  that  preceded  it,  so  flat,  that 
the  mind  may  feel  cheated  of  its  labor. 

There  are  many  degrees  of  periodicity  in  sentence  structure.  At 
the  opposite  end  of  the  scale  is  the  “loose77  sentence,  which  gives 
away  its  secret  at  the  very  outset,  or  else  sandwiches  it  between  sub¬ 
ordinate  ideas.  The  loose  sentence  is  not  grammatically  wrong,  and 
good  writers  use  it  frequently.  To  use  nothing  but  periodic  sentences, 
indeed,  would  be  desperately  monotonous.  But  excessive  devotion  to 
loose  sentences  produces  writing  that  is  just  as  monotonous— and  it 
may  be  added  that  this  is  one  of  the  chief  weaknesses  of  undergradu¬ 
ate  themes. 

The  best  writers  mix  sentences  of  all  degrees  of  periodicity  and 
looseness  in  their  paragraphs,  though  never  forgetting  that  the  most 
important  ideas  naturally  deserve  the  most  prominent  positions.  But 
they  also  never  forget  that  clumsy  use  of  the  loose  sentence  can  spoil 
the  effect  they  strive  for.  “The  supreme  spot  of  the  performance  was 
Miss  Anderson's  sleep-walking  scene,  I  think.77  Here  the  tacking  of 
“I  think"  onto  what  had  purported  to  be  a  positive,  forthright  state¬ 
ment  erases  any  pretense  of  authority  which  the  author  wished  to 
make.  Presumably  the  reader  was  disposed  to  believe  him— he  seemed 
sure  of  himself.  And  then  the  cautious  “I  think"!  Or  take  this  sen¬ 
tence:  “The  coolest,  most  restful  spot  on  the  campus,  nestling  as  it 
did  in  the  bend  of  the  river,  was  the  area  called  Seniors'  Solace, 
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which  boasted  also  a  few  worn  green  benches/'  Here  the  logic  of  the 
sentence  leads  steadily  forward  to  “the  area  called  Seniors'  Solace"; 
but  then  there  is  a  sudden  descent  into  the  unimportant,  and  when 
the  sentence  ends,  the  mind  is  left  contemplating  the  worn  green 
benches  instead  of  Seniors'  Solace.  In  a  word,  the  inexpert  use  of  loose 
sentences  is  very  likely  to  take  the  edge  off  any  piece  of  writing. 

Which  brings  us  to  the  matter  of  climax.  If  we  define  a  climax 
as  the  peak  of  interest  or  importance,  we  can  see  that  any  periodic 
sentence  is  built  with  an  eye  to  climax:  most  important  thing  (or 
completion  of  the  main  idea)  last.  One  especially  effective  kind  of 
periodic  sentence  arranges  several  ideas  in  order  of  increasing  impor¬ 
tance,  so  that  the  one  that  the  author  wishes  to  emphasize  above  the 
rest  will  occur  at  the  end: 

Whatever  the  defects  of  American  universities  may  be,  they  dis¬ 
seminate  no  prejudices;  rear  no  bigots;  dig  up  the  buried  ashes  of 
no  old  superstitions;  never  interpose  between  the  people  and  their 
improvement;  exclude  no  man  because  of  his  religious  opinions; 
above  all,  in  their  whole  course  of  study  and  instruction,  recognize 
a  world,  and  a  broad  one  too,  lying  beyond  the  college  walls. 

It  was  good  for  me  to  live  under  sharp  discipline;  to  be  down  on 
the  realities  of  existence  by  living  on  bare  necessaries;  to  find  out 
how  extremely  well  worth  living  life  seemed  to  be  when  one  woke 
up  from  a  night's  rest  on  a  soft  plank,  with  the  sky  for  canopy  and 
cocoa  and  weevilly  biscuit  the  sole  prospect  for  breakfast;  and,  more 
especially,  to  learn  to  work  for  the  sake  of  what  I  got  for  myself  out 
of  it,  even  if  it  all  went  to  the  bottom  and  I  along  with  it. 

The  delayed-payoff,  or  climactic,  sentence  is  also  used  for  sur¬ 
prise.  The  sequence  of  subject-verb-object  is  so  common  in  English 
sentences  that  our  minds  early  adopt  it  as  a  habit  pattern.  (“The  cat 
caught  a  mouse."  “The  women  who  went  shopping  found  nothing 
to  suit  them."  “The  President,  while  admitting  that  some  of  the 
criticism  might  have  been  justified,  defended  the  general  policy  of 
the  cabinet  member.")  Almost  as  if  by  instinct,  when  we  read  or 
listen,  we  expect  the  same  order:  subject  (and  modifiers),  verb  (and 
modifiers),  object  or  complement  (and  modifiers).  Therefore,  when 
a  writer  wants  to  bring  his  reader  to  sudden  attention,  he  unexpectedly 
varies  his  sentence  sequence,  from  normal  order  to  an  inversion  of 
the  normal  order:  “The  car  sped  on.  [Subject-verb.]  Jack's  foot 
pressed  the  accelerator  almost  to  the  floor.  [Subject-verb-object.] 
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Then  suddenly  the  foot  lifted  and  jammed  down  on  the  brake  pedal 
instead.  [Subject-verb-object.]  Looming  dead  ahead,  its  black  mass 
lying  inert  directly  across  the  concrete  highway,  was  an  overturned 
truck.”  [Surprise!  Modifiers,  verb— then  subject.]  Here  the  established 
pattern,  under  whose  familiar  impetus  the  reader’s  eye  has  been 
traveling  swiftly  through  the  narrative,  suddenly  is  broken.  The 
author  has  achieved  a  dramatic  effect  by  reversing  his  sentence  order. 

The  principle  of  climax-for-surprise  may  also  be  used  for  humor: 
sometimes  humor  with  a  barb.  Thus  Lytton  Strachey  writes,  “John¬ 
son’s  esthetic  judgments  are  almost  invariably  subtle,  or  solid,  or 
bold;  they  have  always  some  good  quality  to  recommend  them — 
except  one:  they  are  never  right.”  In  this  sentence,  Strachey  delib¬ 
erately  leads  the  reader  to  believe  that  he  holds  Dr.  Johnson’s  criticism 
in  the  highest  esteem — until,  in  the  last  six  words,  he  produces  a 
crushing  qualification  which,  in  effect,  negates  all  he  said  before.  For, 
despite  the  wry  implication  that  a  critic’s  wrongness  is  after  all  an 
incidental  matter,  Strachey’s  point  is  that  the  subtlety,  solidity,  and 
boldness  of  Johnson’s  views  are  irrelevant  alongside  the  fact  that  the 
views  themselves  are  always  wrong.  (Whether  Strachey  himself  is 
correct  in  thus  condemning  Johnson  is  another  question.)  In  the 
same  way,  Byron  often  both  shocks  and  delights  his  readers,  and 
implies  his  own  cynical  view  of  human  pretensions,  in  the  unex¬ 
pected  climaxes  of  many  stanzas  of  poems  like  his  comic  masterpiece, 
Don  Juan.  Thus  he  describes  the  courtship  of  the  chaste  Julia  by 
Don  Juan: 

And  Julia’s  voice  was  lost,  except  in  sighs, 

Until  too  late  for  useful  conversation; 

The  tears  were  gushing  from  her  gentle  eyes, 

I  wish,  indeed,  they  had  not  had  occasion; 

But  who,  alas!  can  love,  and  then  be  wise? 

Not  that  remorse  did  not  oppose  temptation; 

A  little  still  she  strove,  and  much  repented, 

And  whispering  “I  will  ne’er  consent” — consented. 

If  the  general  context  of  a  passage  is  serious,  the  mind  naturally 
expects  to  be  fed  only  serious  ideas;  hence  any  sudden  descent  into 
the  trivial,  incongruous,  or  ridiculous,  which  is  called  anticlimax ,  is 
bound  to  arrest  attention,  like  an  excruciating  discord  after  sweet 
harmony.  Anticlimax  occurs  also  when  the  excitement  is  not  matched 


SENTENCE  ARRANGEMENT  *  203, 


by  the  result,  or  the  anticipation  by  the  event,  as  when  a  five-inch 
firecracker  goes  off  with  a  damp  pfft.  “There  he  goes!”  shouts  the 
radio  announcer  at  a  football  game.  “One  tackier  bowled  over— 
he  evades  another,  and  another— he  gets  fine  interference— he’s; 
LOOSE!  Look  at  him  run!”  And  then,  after  the  tumult  has  died 
down  and  the  official  has  spotted  the  ball,  it  turns  out  that  the  ball' 
carrier,  having  done  most  of  his  running  laterally,  has  gained  only 
two  yards,  net. 

Sometimes  a  writer  creates  this  effect  without  intending  to  do> 
so,  as  in  this  sentence  from  a  freshman  theme:  “Some  of  the  other 
points  of  interest  in  the  Finger  Lakes  region  are  Keuka  Lake,  which: 
is  shaped  like  a  huge  Y,  the  Robert  H.  Treman  State  Park,  with  a< 
waterfall  higher  than  Niagara,  Ithaca,  the  home  of  Cornell  University,, 
and  Phelps,  the  home  of  the  largest  sauerkraut  canning  factory  in; 
the  world.”  Any  unintentional  anticlimax  of  this  sort  is  called  bathos 
about  which  we  shall  have  a  little  more  to  say  in  the  next  chapter. 
Here  it  is  at  least  obvious  that  one  who  writes  such  a  sentence  in  all1 
seriousness  lacks  a  sense  of  relative  values;  our  freshman  seems  to* 
feel  that  a  sauerkraut  canning  factory  is  more  important  than  Cornell. 
On  the  other  hand,  the  deliberate  use  of  anticlimax  may  be  a  sign 
of  wit  of  a  high  order — of  a  mind  which  instinctively  perceives  the 
ridiculous  side  by  side  with  the  solemn.  Byron  likes  to  sustain  a  high, 
serious  note  for  perhaps  many  lines  and  then,  by  destroying  it  with 
a  stroke  of  humor  or  even  prosaic  good  sense,  he  reveals  that  at  least 
much  of  his  elevated  manner  has  been  deliberate  mockery,  a  tongue- 
in-th e-cheek  pose: 

They  looked  up  to  the  sky,  whose  floating  glow 
Spread  like  a  rosy  Ocean,  vast  and  bright; 

They  gazed  upon  the  glittering  sea  below, 

Whence  the  broad  Moon  rose  circling  into  sight; 

They  heard  the  waves  splash,  and  the  wind  so  low, 

And  saw  each  other’s  dark  eyes  darting  light 
Into  each  other — and,  beholding  this, 

Their  lips  drew  near,  and  clung  into  a  kiss; 

A  long,  long  kiss,  a  kiss  of  Youth,  and  Love, 

And  Beauty,  all  concentrating  like  rays 
Into  one  focus,  kindled  from  above; 

Such  kisses  as  belong  to  early  days. 
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Where  Heart,  and  Soul,  and  Sense,  in  concert  move, 
And  the  blood’s  lava,  and  the  pulse  a  blaze, 

Each  kiss  a  heart-quake — for  a  kiss’s  strength, 

I  think,  it  must  be  reckoned  by  its  length. 


EXERCISE  5 

This  group  of  sentences  illustrates  the  various  principles  of  ar¬ 
rangement  discussed  in  the  preceding  pages.  In  each  instance ,  decide 
what  point  the  author  wished  to  emphasize  and  whether  he  was 
successful  in  doing  so.  If,  in  your  opinion ,  he  was  not,  rewrite  the 
sentence  for  him ,  breaking  it  up  into  two  or  more  sentences  if  you 
prefer. 

1.  One  of  the  things  that  the  general  public  perpetually  fails  to  under¬ 
stand  about  the  life  of  a  creative  writer  is  that  he  is  hard  at  work  when 
he  appears  to  be  loafing,  for  sitting  about  and  staring  into  space  in 
pursuit  of  an  idea  or  a  good  way  of  expressing  it  is  just  as  much  a  part 
of  the  writing  process  as  pecking  furiously  away  at  a  typewriter,  and 
indeed  takes  up  much  more  of  an  author’s  days — and  nights. 

2.  That  the  American  theatre  today  lacks  original  talent  both  in  play¬ 
wrights  and  performers  is  a  frequently  heard  complaint,  even  if,  in 
the  opinion  of  some  (among  whom  I  include  myself),  this  situation 
is  overemphasized,  considering  the  number  of  really  first-rate  new 
plays  which  have  appeared  briefly  on  the  stage  and  then  disappeared 
because  of  the  indifference  of  the  critics  and  the  public,  who  seem 
to  fail  to  recognize  new  talent  when  it  does  show  up. 

3.  There  are  few  more  obvious,  natural,  apparent,  ostensible,  plain,  in¬ 
telligible,  literal,  and  downright  objects  on  this  earth  than  a  boiled 
potato. 

\.  If  you  ask  me — as  a  historian  let  us  say — whether  a  country  in  the 
state  this  country  is  in  today,  with  no  highly  developed  sense  of 
national  purpose,  with  the  overwhelming  accent  of  life  on  personal 
comfort  and  amusement,  with  a  dearth  of  public  services  and  a 
surfeit  of  privately  sold  gadgetry,  with  a  chaotic  transportation  system, 
with  its  great  urban  areas  being  gradually  disintegrated  by  the  head¬ 
long  switch  to  motor  transportation,  with  the  educational  system 
where  quality  has  been  extensively  sacrificed  to  quantity,  and  with  in¬ 
sufficient  social  discipline  even  to  keep  its  major  industries  functioning 
without  grievous  interruptions — if  you  ask  me  whether  such  a  country 
has,  over  the  long  run,  good  chances  of  competing  with  a  purposeful, 
serious,  and  disciplined  society  such  as  that  of  the  Soviet  Union,  I 
must  say  that  the  answer  is  “no.” 
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5.  There  were  no  foreclosures  of  mortgages,  no  protested  notes,  no  notes 
payable,  no  debts  of  honor  in  Typee;  no  unreasonable  tailors  and 
shoemakers,  perversely  bent  on  being  paid;  no  duns  of  any  descrip¬ 
tion;  no  assault  and  battery  attorneys,  to  foment  discord,  backing  their 
clients  up  to  a  quarrel,  and  then  knocking  their  heads  together;  no 
poor  relations,  everlastingly  occupying  the  spare  bed-chamber,  and 
diminishing  the  elbow-room  at  the  family  table;  no  destitute  widows 
with  their  children  starving  on  the  cold  charities  of  the  world;  no 
beggars;  no  debtors'  prisons;  no  proud  and  hard-hearted  nabobs  in 
Typee;  or  to  sum  up  all  in  one  word — no  Money! 

6.  The  history  of  Sister  Carrie  is  a  case  of  uxorious  publishers.  The  first 
edition  of  1900  was  already  in  print  when  the  wife  of  the  publisher 
read  it  and  refused  to  allow  her  husband  to  have  anything  to  do  with 
it,  it  is  reported. 

7.  We  are  told  by  a  contemporary  that  many  of  Lord  Halifax's  reflections 
occurred  to  him  suddenly  in  conversation  with  his  friends;  we  cannot 
but  ask  ourselves,  however,  who  of  his  contemporaries  were  worthy 
to  be  the  friends  and  intellectual  companions  of  this  spiritual  son  of 
Montaigne,  who  was  nourished  on  his  essays,  and  who  appears  to  us 
a  somewhat  lonely  figure  amid  the  gay  and  shallow  world  of  the 
Restoration,  in  the  politics  of  which,  nevertheless,  he  played  a  part  of 
immense  importance,  although,  both  as  a  statesman  and  as  an  author, 
his  name  is  barely  remembered  now. 

8.  The  group,  of  which  our  house  was  the  quarter,  consisted  of  two 
precisely  similar  partner-couples  of  houses,  gardens  and  all  to  match; 
still  the  two  highest  blocks  of  buildings  seen  from  Norwood  on  the 
crest  of  the  ridge;  so  that  the  house  itself,  three-storied,  with  garrets 
above,  commanded,  in  those  comparatively  smokeless  days,  a  very 
notable  view  from  its  garret  windows,  of  the  Norwood  hills  on  one 
side,  and  the  winter  sunrise  over  them;  and  of  the  valley  of  the 
Thames  on  the  other,  with  Windsor  telescopically  clear  in  the  dis¬ 
tance,  and  Harrow,  conspicuous  always  in  fine  weather  to  open  vision 
against  the  summer  sunset. 

EXERCISE  6 

Below  are  printed  ten  little  packages  of  raw  data.  The  contents 
of  each  package  are  to  be  sortedf  rearranged ,  and  made  into  a  series 
of  clear ,  well-ordered  sentences  to  form  a  coherent  paragraph.  All  of 
the  facts  are  relevant  and  therefore  must  be  used;  but  some  are  more 
important  than  others ,  and  they  bear  various  relations  one  to  another. 
You  may  wish  to  write  two ,  three ,  or  four  sentences ,  depending  on 
your  estimate  of  the  way  the  material  should  be  organized.  Needless 
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to  say ,  this  is  an  exercise  to  give  you  practice  in  the  construction  of 
well-knit ,  mature  sentences. 

1.  Sitting  in  back  row.  Brown  sweater  with  pushed-up  sleeves.  Brunette. 
Frowning  over  exam.  Plaid  skirt,  mainly  green.  Never  noticed  her 
before.  Coral  nailpolish.  Next  to  Judy,  president  of  Tri-Delt.  Slim 
legs.  Jangling  charm  bracelet  on  left  wrist.  Biting  her  ball-point  pen. 
Pin? 

2.  Corner  of  Seventh  and  Main.  Sudden  swerve.  Loaded  bus.  Smashed 
show  window  of  Rexall  Drug  Store.  Foggy  morning.  Oldsmobile  con¬ 
vertible.  Stop  sign  for  traffic  on  Seventh.  Hurt:  two  bus  passengers, 
driver  of  car  (thirty-year-old  insurance  man).  About  8  a.m.  Broken 
glass  all  over.  Slick  street.  Nobody  seriously.  Missed  four  people 
waiting  for  bus. 

3.  Prominent  in  civic  affairs.  Term  as  common  pleas  judge  will  run 
three  years.  Born  1918.  Sworn  enemy  of  gambling  interests.  Unex¬ 
pected  appointment.  Part-time  teacher  at  university  law  school. 
Member  of  firm  of  Coke,  Blackstone,  Howe,  and  Hummel.  Gov¬ 
ernor  a  Democrat,  he  a  Republican.  Had  been  county  prosecuting 
attorney  for  four  years. 

4.  Good  example  of  postimpressionist  art.  Restoration  now  completed; 
took  six  months.  Model  for  the  leading  female  figure  said  to  be 
artist’s  mistress.  Three  other  paintings  were  too  badly  burned  to  be 
restored.  Artist  named  Rougon  Macquart.  Color  values  suggest  those 
of  Van  Gogh.  Artist  was  twenty-three  when  picture  was  painted. 
Acquired  by  museum  in  1941.  Place  of  honor  in  Gallery  XIII  during 
current  show.  “Cafe  on  Montparnasse.” 

5.  Federal  or  state  scholarship  aid?  Not  enough  scholarships  available  at 
individual  colleges  for  all  deserving  applicants.  Learn-now-pay-later 
scheme?  Total  costs  of  college  now  too  high  for  great  majority  of 
students  unless  some  form  of  assistance.  Students  get  hidden  subsidy 
from  colleges  because  professors  are  poorly  paid.  Low-rate  endow¬ 
ment  insurance  policies,  payable  age  eighteen?  National  scholar- 
ships  now  paid  for  by  corporations,  labor  organizations,  foundations. 

6.  Stub  of  ticket  to  Dempsey-Tunney  fight,  1926.  Curious  assortment. 
Miniature  by  unknown  artist;  little  girl  in  maybe  late  eighteenth- 
century  dress,  his  great-great-grandmother?  Indian  arrowheads.  Find¬ 
ing  it  an  accident.  Junk  and  valuables.  Unpublished  diary  of  trip  to 
Paris  peace  conference  in  1919  as  Wilson’s  adviser.  Flidden  drawer 
in  desk.  Proper  Bostonian.  Intricate  Chinese  puzzle  carved  in  ivory. 
Little  red  book,  addresses  of  New  York  speakeasies. 

7.  Postmaster  General.  Postal  workers’  organization  agitating  again  for 
better  pay.  Big  annual  deficit.  Congressional  committee  hearing. 
Restore  twice-a-day  deliveries  to  homes?  Raising  postal  rates  a  hot 
political  issue.  “Junk  mail,”  cheap  mailing  privileges  for  magazines, 
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lose  money.  City-to-city  mail  slower  in  some  cases  than  it  was  twenty 
years  ago. 

8.  Exposure  meter.  Camera  itself  about  five  years  old.  Real  bargain. 
German  made.  Carrying  case  somewhat  battered.  Sol’s  Camera  Shop. 
Good  lens,  reconditioned  shutter  mechanism.  Also  extra  filters,  tele¬ 
scopic  lens.  Down  by  the  City  Hall.  Wanted  $100  for  the  outfit, 
took  $75. 

9.  Studying  late.  Letter  from  Dot  back  home;  in  dorm  mail-box  when 
returning  from  physiology  lab.  Three  a.m.  and  wide  awake.  Coffee  at 
midnight  with  A1  and  Benny  at  Mickey’s  Bar-B-Que.  Dot  going  with 
Eddie  now,  the  so-and-so.  Anatomy  mid-term  tomorrow.  Chimes  on 
Old  Main.  Running  out  of  money.  Shouldn’t  have  had  that  second 
cheeseburger  at  Mickey’s. 

10.  Leaves  turning  color.  Road  goes  straight  down  to  old  covered  bridge, 
then  sharp  left  turn  and  disappears  behind  clump  of  elms.  Cobbett’s 
Creek  full  of  rocks.  Leaves  red,  gold,  brown,  purplish.  Covered 
bridge  like  long  tunnel.  Creek  lower  than  usual;  has  been  a  dry  sum¬ 
mer.  Gravel  road.  Bridge  preserved  by  state  as  historic  relic.  A  few 
leaves  green,  the  frost  hasn’t  touched  them  yet.  Shocked  cornstalks 
and  pumpkins  in  field.  Some  leaves  have  already  fallen,  make  nice 
dry  crackling  sound  underfoot. 


Sentence  Rhythm 

The  human  voice,  and,  in  imitation  of  it,  the  mind  itself  when 
silently  reading,  lays  most  stress  upon  those  sentence  elements  whose 
meaning  is  most  important.  Substantives  and  verbs  receive  the  most 
emphasis,  modifying  words  (adjectives  and  adverbs)  less,  connectives 
(prepositions  and  conjunctions)  least.  However,  if  a  modifier  or  a 
connective  has  an  unusually  vital  role  in  the  total  idea  that  the  sen¬ 
tence  contains,  it  is  stressed  more  than  it  would  be  ordinarily:  “I  was 
going  to  wear  my  black  dress,  but  Jim  wanted  me  to  wear  my  blue 
one”;  “I’m  going  to  take  advantage  of  this  sale  and  buy  the  St.  Mat¬ 
thew  Passion  and  the  six  Brandenburg  concertos.” 

In  prose  (as  well  as  in  poetry)  there  are  all  degrees  of  stress. 
Any  scheme  that  tries  to  mark  off  each  syllable  as  being  unstressed, 
lightly  stressed,  or  heavily  stressed,  is  a  mere  approximation.  The 
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voice,  reading  a  passage  without  attempting  any  more  than  ordinary 
“expression,”  rises  and  falls,  emphasizes  and  modulates,  in  ways  far 
too  subtle  for  precise  analysis  or  notation.  Yet  we  often  speak  of 
“bad  rhythm”  and  “good  rhythm”  in  sentences.  If  we  cannot  meas¬ 
ure  such  rhythm,  except  by  the  roughest  of  standards,  how  can  we 
distinguish  between  the  bad  and  the  good? 

With  all  his  knowledge,  a  music  critic  still  must  depend  on  his 
cultivated  ear  for  a  final  verdict  on  the  quality  of  the  music  he  hears. 
In  exactly  the  same  way,  a  reader  who  would  judge  the  rhythm  of  a 
passage  he  reads  or  hears— or  a  writer  who  wants  to  polish  the  rhythm 
of  his  own  prose— must  first  teach  his  ear  to  be  sensitive.  There  are 
elaborate  treatises  on  English  prose  rhythm,  but  one  cannot  go  to 
them  for  much  practical  advice.  All  that  is  possible  in  a  short  book 
is  to  make  several  very  broad  observations  on  an  extremely  complex 
subject. 

In  the  first  place,  prose  lacks  something  which  verse  possesses: 
namely,  meter.  Underlying  most  verse  is  a  regular  rhythmic  pattern, 
made  up  of  a  constantly  recurring  combination  of  accented  and  un¬ 
accented  syllables.  In  prose,  however,  there  is  no  such  pattern,  iambic, 
dactylic,  or  any  other.  Indeed,  one  of  the  earmarks  of  bad  prose  is  a 
tendency  to  suggest  the  regular  rhythms  of  verse.  English  prose 
rhythms  have  their  own  charms,  but  metronomelike  regularity  is  not 
one  of  them.  You  will  recall  that  one  of  our  counts  against  jargon  in 
Chapter  Two  was  that  a  long  string  of  prepositional  phrases,  for  ex¬ 
ample,  gives  an  unpleasant  recurring  beat  to  the  sentence.  “The 
description  of  the  construction  of  the  portion  of  the  road  between 
Mifford  Center  and  the  county  line  is  incorrect  in  nature,  inasmuch 
as  the  road  is  actually  rough  in  character.”  Read  that  aloud  (which 
you  should  do  whenever  testing  for  rhythmic  quality)  and  you  will 
understand  what  we  mean.  It  is  true  that  there  have  been  writers, 
such  as  Sir  Thomas  Browne,  Thomas  De  Quincey,  and  Walter  Pater, 
whose  prose  came  close  to  the  borderline  of  verse.  But  if  a  writer  is 
not  a  highly  skilled  word  musician,  he  is  well  advised  to  avoid  any 
suggestion  of  meter  in  his  prose. 

Secondly,  unless  it  is  written  by  an  expert  craftsman,  an  over- 
long  sentence  is  usually  unrhythmical.  Compare,  in  this  respect,  the 
sentences  on  pages  188-189  and  193-194:  the  former  has  a  graceful  yet 
dignified  rhythm,  the  latter  has  little  rhythm  at  all.  If  you  have  studied 
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music,  you  know  that  the  twin  essences  of  rhythm  are  phrasing  and 
accent— the  grouping  of  notes  (=  words)  into  an  agreeable  accentual 
pattern,  and  the  shrewd  distribution  of  rests  (=  punctuation:  com¬ 
mas,  semicolons,  colons,  dashes,  periods).  The  most  important  of 
these  rests  are  the  long  ones,  which  correspond  to  the  intervals  be¬ 
tween  sentences,  the  intermissions  during  which  the  reader  has  a 
chance  to  pause  momentarily  and  let  what  he  has  just  read  sink  in. 
If  those  all-important  full  stops  are  long  delayed,  the  reader  will 
become  fatigued  and  lose  the  continuity  of  the  thought.  In  addition,, 
the  successive  thought  units  within  the  sentence  must  be  given  just 
the  right  length,  and  greater  or  less  pauses  must  be  inserted  to  set  off 
the  units.  We  freely  admit  that  such  a  vague  phrase  as  ‘'just  the  right 
length”  is  not  very  helpful,  because  we  have  not  defined  our  terms — 
but  in  the  nature  of  things  we  cannot  do  so.  “Rightness”  varies  from 
sentence  to  sentence,  idea  to  idea,  writer  to  writer.  Everyone  prob¬ 
ably  would  agree,  however,  that  a  long  sentence  written  without  any 
stops  at  all  is  unrhythmical,  and  that  on  the  other  hand  a  sentence 
excessively  interrupted  by  punctuation — which  means  that  the 
thought  is  chopped  into  little  pieces— is  no  better.  We  can  suggest 
what  we  mean  by  two  examples: 

The  period  of  reappraisal  of  Western  policy  inaugurated  by  the 
repudiation  of  the  European  Defense  Community  in  the  French 
Assembly  presents  one  of  those  rare  moments  in  which  private  per¬ 
sons  can  enter  into  the  discussion  of  delicate  matters  of  high  policy 
without  fear  of  bringing  into  question  existing  decisions  or  of  em¬ 
barrassing  their  own  Government  in  its  undertakings. 

Sentences  just  as  long  as  this,  and  as  innocent  of  punctuation,  are 
found  all  around  us  in  everyday  life.  Yet  the  eye  cannot  comprehend 
in  a  single  sweep,  nor  the  voice  utter  in  a  single  breath,  a  sentence 
as  unbroken  as  this.  There  is  no  rhythm  because  there  is  no  phrasing. 
On  the  other  hand: 

Society,  through  every  fibre,  was  rent  asunder:  all  things,  it  was 
then  becoming  visible,  but  could  not  then  be  understood,  were 
moving  onwards,  with  an  impulse  received  ages  before,  yet  now  first 
with  a  decisive  rapidity,  towards  that  great  chaotic  gulf,  where, 
whether  in  the  shape  of  French  Revolutions,  Reform  Bills,  or  what 
shape  soever,  bloody  or  bloodless,  the  descent  and  engulfment  as¬ 
sume,  we  now  see  them  weltering  and  boiling. 
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In  this  sentence  there  is  too  much  phrasing.  The  fault  lies  primarily 
in  the  author's  insistence  upon  qualifying  phrases  and  clauses.  Putting 
aside  the  first  independent  clause  (down  to  the  colon),  we  see  that 
the  remainder  of  the  sentence  is  based  upon  the  simple  predication 
"all  things  .  .  .  were  moving  onwards  .  .  .  towards  that  great  chaotic 
gulf,  where  ...  we  now  see  them  weltering  and  boiling."  All  the  rest 
is  a  sort  of  spasmodic  parenthesis.  Not  only  is  the  mind  led,  with 
justifiable  reluctance,  through  a  tortuous  labyrinth  of  subordinate 
ideas;  there  are  too  many  jerky  stops  and  starts. 

A  third  characteristic  of  good  sentence  rhythm  is  only  super¬ 
ficially  in  conflict  with  the  first.  Although  an  approach  to  regular 
meter  in  prose  is  usually  undesirable,  regularity  in  the  larger  design 
of  the  sentence  can  often  be  a  most  attractive  and  effective  rhetorical 
device.  A  sentence  that  sounds  like  a  record  with  a  deep  scratch  across 
its  surface  (click,  click,  click)  is  disagreeable;  but  one  whose  larger 
elements  recognizably  match,  like  the  three  arches  in  the  facade  of 
a  cathedral,  gives  pleasure.  This  is  the  principle  that  appears  in  hand¬ 
books  of  composition  under  the  topics  "balance"  and  "parallelism." 
The  matching  of  phrase  against  phrase,  clause  against  clause,  lends 
an  unmistakable  eloquence  to  prose.  That,  indeed,  is  one  of  the 
principal  glories  of  the  King  James  Bible: 

Behold,  the  day  of  the  Lord  cometh,  cruel  both  with  wrath  and 
fierce  anger,  to  lay  the  land  desolate;  and  he  shall  destroy  the 
sinners  thereof  out  of  it. 

For  the  stars  of  heaven  and  the  constellations  thereof  shall  not  give 
their  light:  the  sun  shall  be  darkened  in  his  going  forth,  and 
the  moon  shall  not  cause  her  light  to  shine. 

And  I  will  punish  the  world  for  their  evil,  and  the  wicked  for  their 
iniquity;  and  I  will  cause  the  arrogancy  of  the  proud  to  cease, 
and  will  lay  low  the  haughtiness  of  the  terrible. 

I  will  make  a  man  more  precious  than  fine  gold;  even  a  man  than 
the  golden  wedge  of  ophir. 

Therefore  I  will  shake  the  heavens,  and  the  earth  shall  remove  out 
of  her  place,  in  the  wrath  of  the  Lord  of  hosts,  and  in  the  day 
of  his  fierce  anger. * 

And,  to  some  extent  in  reminiscence  and  imitation  of  the  Bible,  Eng' 

*  On  the  subject  of  the  rhythms  of  the  King  James  Bible,  as  well  as  other 
aspects  of  Biblical  prose  which  illuminate  points  made  in  the  course  of  this  book, 
see  John  Livingston  Lowes’s  fine  essay,  “The  Noblest  Monument  of  English 
Prose/’  in  his  Essays  in  Appreciation. 
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lish  prose  all  the  way  down  to  our  own  time  has  tended  toward  bal¬ 
anced  structure  for  the  sake  of  contrast  or  antithesis  or  climax: 

What  he  attempted,  he  performed;  he  is  never  feeble,  and  he  did 
not  wish  to  be  energetic;  he  is  never  rapid,  and  he  never  stagnates. 
His  sentences  have  neither  studied  amplitude,  nor  affected  brevity; 
his  periods,  though  not  diligently  rounded,  are  voluble  and  easy. 
Whoever  wishes  to  attain  an  English  style,  familiar  but  not  coarse, 
and  elegant  but  not  ostentatious,  must  give  his  days  and  nights  to 
the  volumes  of  Addison. 

Study  hard;  divert  yourself  heartily;  distinguish  carefully  between 
the  pleasures  of  a  man  of  fashion,  and  the  vices  of  a  scoundrel; 
pursue  the  former,  and  abhor  the  latter,  like  a  man  of  sense. 

It  is  the  addition  of  strangeness  to  beauty,  that  constitutes  the 
romantic  character  in  art;  and  the  desire  of  beauty  being  a  fixed 
element  in  every  artistic  organization,  it  is  the  addition  of  curiosity 
to  this  desire  of  beauty,  that  constitutes  the  romantic  temper. 

In  the  past  several  decades  many  important  literary  experimental¬ 
ists  have  renounced  the  very  principles  of  rhythmic  language  which 
we  have  been  emphasizing  in  these  pages.  Writers  like  James  Joyce, 
E.  E.  Cummings,  John  Dos  Passos,  and  William  Faulkner,  to  name 
only  a  few,  have  often  deliberately  abandoned  punctuation  and  the 
other  usual  devices  by  which  thought  units  are  marked  off  and  rhyth¬ 
mic  pleasure  communicated.  One  main  reason  why  they  have  done 
so  is  that  many  of  them  are  deeply  interested  in  representing  the 
“stream  of  consciousness”— the  uncontrolled,  vagrant,  fragmentary 
thoughts  and  moods  that  course  continuously  through  the  human 
mind.  Since  in  their  raw  state  such  thoughts  and  moods  have  nothing 
of  the  neat  packaged  quality  which  sentence  and  paragraph  organiza¬ 
tion  suggests,  these  writers  argue  that  their  chaotic  nature  should 
be  suggested  by  a  chaotic  style. 

Joyce,  for  example,  sometimes  represents  the  movement  of  his 
hero  Leopold  Bloom’s  thought— a  free-associational  mixture  of  sense 
impressions,  vagrant  reflections,  reveries,  memories,  and  all  the  other 
miscellaneous  contents  of  the  mind— by  mere  fragments  of  discourse, 
rather  than  by  complete  sentences.  Thus  he  suggests  the  disorderli- 
ness,  the  incompleteness,  indeed  the  half-inarticulateness  of  our 
ordinary  mental  processes: 
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He  crossed  to  the  bright  side,  avoiding  the  loose  cellarflap  of  number 
seventy-five.  The  sun  was  nearing  the  steeple  of  George’s  church. 
Be  a  warm  day  I  fancy.  Specially  in  these  black  clothes  feel  it  more. 
Black  conducts,  reflects  (refracts  is  it?),  the  heat.  But  I  couldn't 
go  in  that  light  suit.  Make  a  picnic  of  it.  His  eyelids  sank  quietly 
often  as  he  walked  in  happy  warmth.  Boland’s  breadvan  delivering 
with  trays  our  daily  but  she  prefers  yesterday’s  loaves  turnovers  crisp 
crowns  hot.  Makes  you  feel  young.  Somewhere  in  the  east:  early 
morning:  set  off  at  dawn,  travel  round  in  front  of  the  sun,  steal  a  day’s 
march  on  him.  Keep  it  up  for  ever  never  grow  a  day  older  technically. 
Walk  along  a  strand,  strange  land,  come  to  a  city  gate,  sentry  there, 
old  ranker  too,  old  Tweedy’s  big  moustaches  leaning  on  a  long  kind 
of  a  spear.  Wander  through  awned  streets.  Turbaned  faces  going  by. 
Dark  caves  of  carpet  shops,  big  man,  Turko  the  terrible,  seated 
crosslegged  smoking  a  coiled  pipe. 

Another  influential  modern  technique  that  attempts  to  mirror  the 
actual  uncontrolled  sequence  of  thoughts  is  that  of  running  ideas 
together  without  any  punctuation  whatsoever,  to  emphasize  not  the 
fragmentariness  of  consciousness  (as  in  the  example  above)  but  its 
unbroken  continuity.  The  most  famous  example  of  this  device  is  the 
report  of  Mrs.  Bloom’s  extravagantly  wandering  thoughts  in  the  last 
section  of  Ulysses— forty-five  closely  printed  pages  without  a  single 
punctuation  mark. 

The  novelist  may  also  wish  to  suggest  the  prevailing  atmosphere 
of  a  character’s  mind— not  so  much  what  he  thinks  as  how  he  thinks. 
In  this  excerpt  from  Faulkner’s  The  Sound  and  the  Fury  the  rhythm 
admirably  conveys  the  utter  monotony  and  drab  hopelessness  of  the 
mood  that  weighs  down  a  woman’s  mind: 

what  have  I  done  to  have  been  given  children  like  these  Benjamin 
was  punishment  enough  and  now  for  her  to  have  no  more  regard  for 
me  her  own  mother  I’ve  suffered  for  her  dreamed  and  planned  and 
sacrificed  I  went  down  into  the  valley  yet  never  since  she  opened  her 
eyes  has  she  given  me  one  unselfish  thought  at  times  I  look  at  her 
I  wonder  if  she  can  be  my  child  except  Jason  he  has  never  given  me 
one  moment’s  sorrow  since  I  first  held  him  in  my  arms  I  knew  then 
that  he  was  to  be  my  joy  and  my  salvation  I  thought  that  Benjamin 
was  punishment  enough  for  any  sins  I  have  committed  I  thought  he 
was  my  punishment  for  putting  aside  my  pride  and  marrying  a  man 
who  held  himself  above  me  I  don’t  complain  I  loved  him  above  all 
of  them  because  of  it  because  my  duty  though  Jason  pulling  at  my 
heart  all  the  while  but  I  see  now  that  I  have  not  suffered  enough  I 
see  now  that  I  must  pay  for  your  sins  as  well  as  mine  what  have  you 
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done  what  sins  have  your  high  and  mighty  people  visited  upon  me 
but  you’ll  take  up  for  them  you  always  have  found  excuses  for  your 
own  blood 

The  “Camera  Eye”  sequences  in  Dos  Passos’  U.S.A.  provide  a 
montage  of  sharp  sense-impressions  intimately  mingled  with  a  char¬ 
acter’s  inner  mood.  Again  the  hallmark  of  the  style  is  the  absence 
of  formulation  and  classification.  In  the  human  mind,  in  its  ordinary 
relaxed  state,  there  is  no  tidy  separation  of  the  many  kinds  of  simul¬ 
taneous  activity: 

walk  the  streets  and  walk  the  streets  inquiring  of  Coca  Cola 
signs  Lucky  Strike  ads  pricetags  in  storewindows  scraps  of  overheard 
conversations  stray  tatters  of  newsprint  yesterday’s  headlines  sticking 
out  of  ashcans 

for  a  set  of  figures  a  formula  of  action  an  address  you  don’t 
quite  know  you’ve  forgotten  the  number  the  street  may  be  in 
Brooklyn  a  train  leaving  for  somewhere  a  steamboat  whistle  stabbing 
your  ears  a  job  chalked  up  in  front  of  an  agency 

to  do  to  make  there  are  more  lives  than  walking  desperate  the 
streets  hurry  underdog  do  make 

a  speech  urging  action  in  the  crowded  hall  after  handclapping 
the  pats  and  smiles  of  others  on  the  platform  the  scrape  of  chairs 
the  expectant  hush  the  few  coughs  during  the  first  stuttering  attempt 
to  talk  straight  tough  going  the  snatch  for  a  slogan  they  are  listening 
and  then  the  easy  climb  slogan  by  slogan  to  applause 

Thus  skillful  deviations  from  the  normal  pattern  of  discourse  are 
important  means  by  which  the  modern  novelist  attains  psychological 
realism  and  depth.  Novels  that  contain  sections  written  in  such  styles 
require  much  more  concentration  on  the  part  of  the  reader  than  those 
which  use  an  ordinary  expository  style.  But  the  rewards  of  close  read¬ 
ing,  here  as  everywhere  in  imaginative  literature,  are  well  worth  the 
effort. 

In  such  fashions  as  these,  a  cultivated  awareness  of  rhythm  and 
arrangement  inevitably  increases  the  reader’s  pleasure,  heightening  an 
emotional  experience  whose  other  principal  element  is  the  connota- 
tive  power  of  the  words  themselves.  One  great  requirement  for  prose 
rhythm,  as  has  been  remarked,  is  that  it  avoid  metrical  regularity. 
Another  is  that  it  be  appropriate  to  the  context;  for  a  passage  of  quiet 
imaginative  beauty  demands  a  slow,  even  (though  never  monoto¬ 
nous)  rhythm,  a  passage  of  exciting  narrative  a  rapid  rhythm,  a  pass- 
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age  intended  to  sway  patriotic  emotions  a  measured  but  vigorous 
rhythm,  and  so  on.  Readers  come  to  associate  certain  rhythmic  effects 
with  certain  intentions  on  the  part  of  the  writer  or  speaker.  Rhythm, 
in  other  words,  has  its  own  connotative  value.  And  just  as  word  con¬ 
notations  may  be  employed  to  affect  emotions  rather  than  reason,  so 
too  may  rhythm  connotations. 

Consider  first  these  grave  sentences: 

If,  perchance,  you  have  seen  a  copy  of  the  first  issue  of  Gentry  in 
the  home  of  a  discerning  friend,  then  you  know  why  we  say  that 
only  those  of  an  unusual  turn  of  mind  can  fully  appreciate  this 
quarterly  magazine.  Gentry  is  edited  for  the  rather  rare  individual 
whose  mind  is  ever  open  to  new  ideas,  new  forms;  for  the  individual 
who  respects  the  best  of  the  thinking  and  art  which  has  endured 
over  the  years;  who  feels  that  there  is  much,  much  more  to  living 
than  merely  making  a  living;  and  therefore  seeks  constantly  to  gain 
more  from  his  hourly  association  with  people,  objects,  and  ideas. 

Among  your  friends  there  may  be  one,  possibly  three  or  four 
such  people;  and  since  you  wish  to  present  them  with  a  Christmas 
gift  of  an  especial  nature,  which  is  attuned  to  their  high  level  of 
thinking,  we  suggest  a  years  subscription  to  Gentry  (4  issues)  as  a 
suitable  gift.  Here,  for  example,  is  a  brief  description  of  just  a  few 
out  of  the  long  list  of  editorial  features  which  will  appear  in  the  next 
issue  of  Gentry ;  you  can  judge  from  them  how  intrigued  and  en¬ 
thralled  your  discerning  friends  will  be  when  they  receive  this  fine 
magazine. 

In  this  discussion  we  will  not  pause  to  analyze  the  implications  of  the 
language  itself,  although  you  should  do  so  on  your  own,  for  the 
sake  of  reviewing  what  you  have  learned  in  Chapters  One  and  Two. 
Here  we  are  concerned  only  with  rhythm.  Contrast  the  above  para¬ 
graphs  with  this  version: 

Have  you  seen  the  first  issue  of  Gentry ?  Perhaps  your  most  cultured, 
intelligent  friend  has  a  copy.  Look  at  it — then  you'll  know  why 
Gentry  is  for  a  very  special  sort  of  person.  The  person  who  keeps  up 
with  things.  The  person  who  is  well-read,  unusually  well-educated, 
with  broad  interests  in  the  old  as  well  as  the  new.  The  person  who 
wants  to  live,  not  just  make  a  living.  The  person  who's  always  alert  to 
learn  more  about  life,  art,  philosophy. 

People  like  that  are  pretty  rare.  You  may  know  one,  two,  three — 
hardly  more.  Naturally,  they  deserve  the  most  unusual  type  of  Christ¬ 
mas  present  you  can  find.  Why  not  a  year's  subscription  to  Gentry? 
Look  at  this  brief  list  of  some  of  the  features  in  the  next  issue.  Judge 
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for  yourself  how  happy  those  special  friends  of  yours  will  be  to 
receive  Gentry — as  a  gift  from  you! 

The  question  here  is,  which  advertisement  would  persuade  you  to 
pay  a  relatively  high  price  for  a  magazine  subscription?  (Despite  the 
Christmas-gift  angle  of  this  particular  ad,  the  writer  naturally  wanted 
you  to  subscribe  for  yourself  as  well  as  for  your  friends.)  Quite 
probably  the  first  version  would  be  the  more  impressive.  It  has  the 
more  elegant  '‘sound/'  It  suggests  that  here  is  something  precious  and 
rare,  something  that  can  be  appreciated  only  by  the  discriminating, 
not  by  the  mob.  If  it  costs  $2  a  copy,  it  is  worth  it;  high  quality  never 
comes  cheap.  In  brief,  a  conspicuously  dignified  rhythm,  along  with 
well-chosen  connotative  words,  has  been  used  to  convey  the  idea  of 
a  magazine  appealing  to  the  cultured  few— a  select  group  to  which 
you,  as  the  reader  of  the  ad,  are  assumed  to  belong. 

Again : 

Who  can  say  at  what  point  the  revelations  come?  A  man  falls  in 
love  ...  or  suddenly  sees  the  growing  character  of  his  son  ...  or 
knows  the  quick  pride  of  being  needed,  although  no  longer  young. 
Each  has  his  discoveries  ...  a  series,  making  up  the  sharp  core  of 
life.  From  birth  and  being  .  .  .  through  youth,  maturity,  and  length¬ 
ening  years  .  .  .  each  follows  his  own  way,  and  hopes  to  find  it  good. 
We  believe  that  this  is  as  it  should  be  ...  we  believe,  too,  that  we 
can  help  you  plan  to  make  your  way  a  little  easier,  whatever  it  may 
be.* 

Here  too  the  key  to  the  effect  of  the  advertisement  is  the  carefully 
wrought  rhythm  of  the  sentences.  Many  of  the  devices  of  the  prose- 
poet-turned-advertising-writer  are  here,  such  as  the  balanced  clauses 
(A  man  falls  in  love  ...  or  sees  ...  or  knows ;  each  follows  .  .  .  and 
hopes;  we  believe  ...  we  believe ),  the  repetition  of  sound  to  give 
the  effect  of  alliteration  or  internal  rhyme  (suddenly  sees;  son/young; 
discoveries /series;  birth  and  being ;  should  be/ may  be ),  as  well 
as  the  selection  of  words  weighted  with  a  certain  kind  of  connotation 
(falls  in  love;  quick  pride  of  being  needed;  sharp  core  of  life ;  youth , 
maturity,  and  lengthening  years;  find  it  good).  Only  the  signature, 
and  perhaps  a  hint  in  the  last  sentence,  identifies  the  passage  as  a 
commercial  appeal.  Up  to  that  point,  it  appears  to  be  an  extract  from 

*  Courtesy  of  Security  Mutual  Life  Insurance  Company,  Binghamton,  New 
York. 
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a  book  of  meditations.  And  that  is  just  what  the  writer  desires.  The 
reader  is  put  into  a  meditative  frame  of  mind;  he  is  asked  to  meditate, 
that  is,  on  whether  he  has  enough  insurance. 

But  when  the  appeal  is  to  the  active,  fun-loving  side  of  one’s 
nature,  rather  than  to  one’s  concern  for  protecting  his  family,  another 
type  of  rhythm  is  needed— perhaps  the  most  familiar  in  modern  ad¬ 
vertising.  Turn  back  to  the  Chevrolet  ad  quoted  on  pages  75-76. 
Apart  from  the  breezy,  slangy  vocabulary,  which  contrasts  so  strongly 
with  the  grave  diction  of  the  insurance  advertisement,  the  effect  of 
this  “message”  lies  in  its  rhythm,  short,  snappy,  lively,  suggesting 
(indeed  actually  saying)  that  this  is  a  car  for  people  who  are  young 
at  heart— wanting  to  go  places  and  do  things,  and  enjoy  themselves 
on  the  way.  How  is  that  rhythmic  effect  obtained?  By  short,  direct 
questions;  by  exclamations;  by  fragmentary  sentences;  by  contractions. 
The  writer  is  talking  directly,  excitedly,  to  you  (note  the  use  of  you 
throughout)  rather  than  uttering  thoughts  about  someone  (a  man 
in  the  insurance  ad)  who  turns  out  to  be  yourself. 


EXERCISE  7 

Comment  on  the  use  of  rhythm ,  the  connotation  of  words ,  and 
the  sentence  arrangement  in  each  of  the  following  advertisements: 

1.  (a)  How  many  ways  does  a  Cadillac  delight  a  lady?  Let  us  count 
them.*  There  is  its  great  beauty,  for  instance,  to  please  her 
eye  ...  its  wondrous  luxury  and  spaciousness  to  enhance  her 
comfort  ...  its  incredible  quiet  to  bring  her  rest  ...  its  ex¬ 
traordinary  handling  ease  to  assure  her  relaxation  ...  its  re¬ 
nowned  safety  to  add  to  her  peace  of  mind  ...  its  great  fame 
to  inspire  her  pride  .  .  .  and  its  marvelous  economy  to  satisfy 
her  practical  judgment.  Have  you  yet  to  discover  the  magic  of 
Cadillac  for  yourself?  Then  you  should  visit  your  Cadillac  dealer 
soon  and  spend  an  hour  or  so  in  the  driver's  seat.  It’s  motor- 
dom's  most  convincing  sixty  minutes! 

*  Compare  the  opening  line  of  the  sonnet  quoted  in  Exercise  22,  Part  5 
(p.  309).  What  do  you  think  is  the  advertising  writer's  purpose? 
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(b)  At  probably  no  other  single  moment  is  a  man  as  proud  of  the 
car  he  loves  as  when  he's  met  in  it  by  the  woman  he  loves. 

A  man  who  takes  pride  in  his  car  and  loves  his  spouse 
should  take  notice  of  the  new  Pontiac.  Here  is  a  car  to  enrich 
your  life,  flatter  your  wife. 

Pontiac's  lines  are  downright  refreshing.  Front,  back,  sides, 
top.  They're  in  harmony  with  one  another,  coordinated,  clean, 
without  clash  or  clutter.  The  delightfully  unique  grille  bears 
not  the  slightest  resemblance  to  any  other  on  the  road. 

On  the  move  you're  cradled  in  the  road-hugging  comfort 
of  Wide-Track  Wheels.  Pontiac's  wheels  are  five  inches  farther 
apart.  Stability  is  increased,  lean  and  sway  appreciably  reduced. 

Men,  if  you'd  like  to  turn  up  the  flame  of  romance  at  your 
house,  borrow  a  bright  new  Pontiac  from  one  of  our  dealers 
tomorrow. 

Take  it  home,  see  how  she  looks  at  it  and  in  it.  See  how 
she  loves  the  solid  security  of  Wide-Track  Wheels.  See  how  she 
loves  you  for  being  so  intelligently  thoughtful.  Of  course  she’ll 
want  to  go  back  to  the  dealer’s  with  you  to  help  choose  colors 
and  fabrics.  Give  her  this  privilege.  It's  well  worth  it. 

2.  If  your  journeys  have  taken  you  to  the  fabled  Vieux  Carre  of  New 
Orleans,  you  may  already  know  of  Country  Gentleman  white  corn. 
Such  a  corn  has  long  been  among  the  specialties  of  that  seat  of 
American  haute  cuisine. 

Now  a  peer  of  that  noble  corn  has  become  available.  It  is  unlike 
any  other  corn  you  may  have  tasted. 

These  unusually  tall  and  slender  whole  kernels  possess  a  crispness 
you  may  have  despaired  of  finding  except  in  the  first  corn  of  the 
season.  They  were  named,  by  the  way,  after  the  tiny  pegs  cobblers 
once  used  in  fine  shoes. 

As  you'd  expect,  the  flavor  is  quite  distinctive.  The  most  educated 
palates  in  the  land  should  be  delighted  by  these  crisp  white  kernels. 

Of  course,  such  a  delicacy  has  never  been  easy  to  obtain.  Its 
special  seed  is  the  result  of  hundreds  of  crossbreedings.  And  only  a 
limited  number  of  acres  are  deemed  ideal  for  its  culture. 

Even  so,  this  unique  corn  can  now  be  had  from  the  better 
grocers.  May  we  gently  prompt  you  to  taste  it  soon. 

EXERCISE  8 

Comment  on  the  rhythm  of  the  following  sentences: 

1.  Here  you  shall  find  emphasized  true  hospitality  and  history  so  inter¬ 
twined  that  upon  departure,  all  ideas  you  have  encountered  shall  have 
become  blended  into  a  decision  that  Washington  surely  has  been 


2>l8  •  SENTENCES  AND  PARAGRAPHS 

emerging  as  a  typical  expression  of  American  civilization  which  has 
surmounted  all  problems  as  they  appeared  and  here  we  have  proven 
a  wholesome,  sturdy  pioneer  philosophy  which  has  strengthened  your 
belief  in  your  mission  in  coming  to  the  Capitol  City  to  give  your 
measure  of  effort  for  the  stabilization  and  survival  of  sound  govern¬ 
ment  which  “under  God”  shall  operate  upon  the  premise  “that  the 
value  of  history  lies  in  the  perspective  it  gives  us  as  we  take  up  the 
problems  of  the  present”  with  a  common  faith  in  “liberty  and  justice 
for  all.” 

2.  Dickens  shows  lamentable  taste  in  his  treatment  of  the  Smallweed 
family,  not  especially  palatable  at  best,  almost  revolting  in  the  scenes 
in  which,  for  the  sake,  I  am  afraid,  of  comic  relief,  he  has  old  Small¬ 
weed,  a  paralytic,  amuse  himself  by  repeatedly  crowning  his  senile 
consort,  who  crouches  in  the  chimney  corner  across  from  him,  with 
a  cushion  or  two. 


EXERCISE  Q 

Analyze  in  detail  the  rhythmic  devices  used  in  the  following 
excerpt  from  the  Autobiography  of  Edward  Gibbon ,  a  writer  famous 
for  his  rhythmic  prose: 

The  proportion  of  a  part  to  the  whole  is  the  only  standard  by  which 
we  can  measure  the  length  of  our  existence.  At  the  age  of  twenty, 
one  year  is  a  tenth,  perhaps,  of  the  time  which  has  elapsed  within 
our  consciousness  and  memory;  at  the  age  of  fifty  it  is  no  more  than 
the  fortieth,  and  this  relative  value  continues  to  decrease  till  the  last 
sands  are  shaken  by  the  hand  of  death.  This  reasoning  may  seem 
metaphysical;  but  on  a  trial  it  will  be  found  satisfactory  and  just. 
The  warm  desires,  the  long  expectations  of  youth,  are  founded  on 
the  ignorance  of  themselves  and  the  world;  they  are  gradually 
damped  by  time  and  experience,  by  disappointment  and  possession; 
and  after  the  middle  season  the  crowd  must  be  content  to  remain 
at  the  foot  of  the  mountain;  while  the  few  who  have  climbed  the 
summit  aspire  to  descend  or  expect  to  fall.  In  old  age,  the  consola¬ 
tion  of  hope  is  reserved  for  the  tenderness  of  parents,  who  commence 
a  new  life  in  their  children;  the  faith  of  enthusiasts  who  sing  hallelu¬ 
jahs  above  the  clouds;  and  the  vanity  of  authors  who  presume  the 
immortality  of  their  name  and  writings. 

EXERCISE  lO 

Here  are  two  versions  of  the  same  paragraph.  From  the  stand¬ 
point  of  rhythmic  effectiveness ,  which  is  the  better ? 
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1.  In  Maryland  in  the  summertime,  dawn  is  an  almost  timeless  process. 
It  has  neither  beginning  nor  end;  but  it  endures,  endures  so  long,  and 
so  without  apparent  progress,  that  the  wakeful  and  suffering  and 
troubled  in  the  valley  between  the  ridges  always  fall  to  wondering  if 
the  ageless  routine  of  the  day  has  been  arrested,  and  despair  of  ever 
seeing  the  universal  grayness  lifted  from  the  hills  and  fields.  The 
concord  of  sounds  which  since  twilight  had  made  the  night  seem  lively 
and  cheerful  has  died  away;  the  musicless  rasping  of  the  tree  frogs,  the 
perpetual  echoing  of  katydids,  the  simple  young  noise  of  the  crickets, 
have  disappeared  one  by  one;  and  there  are  left  for  the  sleepless 
listener  only  the  low  liquid  rippling  of  the  brook-water  over  the  slip¬ 
pery  stones,  and  the  mysterious,  unassignable  pops  and  rustles  the 
vegetation  utters  as  it  grows  and  expands.  In  the  moonless  sky  the 
rigid  pattern  of  the  stars  continues  its  journey  to  the  tops  of  the  trees 
on  the  very  summit  of  the  western  ridge;  but  one  by  one,  the  eastern¬ 
most  and  less  bright  ones  first,  the  pinpoints  falter,  until  all  that  re¬ 
mains  above  the  valley  is  one  solitary  star.  When  that  one  falls  behind 
the  ridge,  there  is  only  a  dark  grayness  left  in  the  sky.  And  below, 
in  this,  one  of  the  colossal  furrows  that  were  left,  long  ages  ago,  when 
an  agrarian  Paul  Bunyan  drove  his  plow  southward  from  Pennsylvania 
to  Tennessee,  a  soft  mist  hides  even  the  dimmest  outlines  of  forest 
and  clearing. 

2.  Dawn,  in  Maryland,  is  an  almost  timeless  process  in  the  summer¬ 
time.  It  has  neither  beginning  nor  end.  But  it  endures  long,  and  with¬ 
out  apparent  progress.  Therefore  the  wakeful,  the  suffering,  the 
troubled  in  the  valley  between  the  ridges  always  fall  to  wondering. 
They  wonder  if  the  ageless  routine  of  the  day  has  been  arrested.  They 
despair  of  ever  seeing  the  universal  grayness  lifted  from  the  hills  and 
fields.  Since  twilight,  a  concord  of  sounds  had  made  the  night  seem 
lively  and  cheerful.  Now,  however,  the  musicless  rasping  of  the  tree 
frogs  has  disappeared,  as  have  the  perpetual  echoing  of  the  katydids 
and  the  simple  young  noise  of  the  crickets.  For  the  sleepless  listener 
are  left  only  the  low  liquid  rippling  of  the  brook-water  over  the 
slippery  stones,  together  with  the  vegetation's  pops  and  rustles,  mysteri¬ 
ous  and  unassignable,  uttered  as  it  grows  and  expands.  The  rigid 
pattern  of  the  stars  continues,  in  the  moonless  sky,  its  journey  to  the 
tree  tops  on  the  summit  of  the  ridge  to  the  west.  One  by  one,  never¬ 
theless,  first  the  easternmost  and  less  bright  ones,  the  pinpoints  falter, 
until  one  solitary  star  is  all  that  remains  above  the  valley.  With  the 
fall  of  that  one  behind  the  ridge,  in  the  sky  there  is  only  a  dark  gray¬ 
ness.  And  below,  even  the  dimmest  outlines  of  forest  and  clearing 
are  hidden  by  a  soft  mist,  in  this,  one  of  the  colossal  furrows  left  when 
an  agrarian  Paul  Bunyan  long  ages  ago  drove  his  plow  southward  from 
Pennsylvania  to  Tennessee. 
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EXERCISE  11 

One  of  the  outstanding  characteristics  of  old-fashioned  oratory 
is  the  orators  use  of  elaborate  structural  and  rhythmic  patterns  in 
his  sentences  and  paragraphs.  In  England ,  Edmund  Burke  and 
Thomas  Babington  Macau  lay  were  famous ,  among  many  others ,  for 
the  rhetorical  splendor  of  their  speeches;  in  America ,  such  men  as 
Daniel  Webster ,  Edward  Everett,  and  William  Jennings  Bryan  en¬ 
joyed  similar  celebrity.  Nowadays,  this  kind  of  speechmaking  has 
largely  gone  out  of  fashion.  Listeners  expect,  and  get,  simpler  dis¬ 
courses.  But  the  very  nature  of  oratory  requires  a  certain  element  of 
deliberate  rhetorical  arrangement;  hence  even  modern  speeches,  at 
least  those  by  practiced  men  of  letters,  can  be  used  to  illustrate  the 
purposes  of  sentence  arrangement.  Of  the  following  three  excerpts 
from  contemporary  speeches,  the  first  is  the  most  old-fashioned;  it 
reminds  us  that  the  speaker  admired,  and  fashioned  his  own  rhetorical 
habits  after,  the  great  eighteenth-century  orators.  The  other  two  are 
more  recognizably  modern  in  their  handling  of  organization  and 
rhythm.  Examine  the  three  selections  closely  and  describe  the  devices 
of  repetition,  contrast,  and  balance  by  which  each  speaker  tries  to 
achieve  his  effects. 

1.  Even  though  large  tracts  of  Europe  and  many  old  and  famous  States 
have  fallen  or  may  fall  into  the  grip  of  the  Gestapo  and  all  the  odious 
apparatus  of  Nazi  rule,  we  shall  not  flag  or  fail.  We  shall  go  on  to  the 
end.  We  shall  fight  in  France,  we  shall  fight  on  the  seas  and  oceans, 
we  shall  fight  with  growing  confidence  and  growing  strength  in  the 
air;  we  shall  defend  our  Island,  whatever  the  cost  may  be.  We  shall 
fight  on  the  beaches,  we  shall  fight  on  the  landing-grounds,  we  shall 
fight  in  the  fields  and  in  the  streets,  we  shall  fight  in  the  hills;  we 
shall  never  surrender;  and  even  if,  which  I  do  not  for  a  moment  be¬ 
lieve,  this  Island  or  a  large  part  of  it  were  subjugated  and  starving, 
then  our  Empire  beyond  the  seas,  armed  and  guarded  by  the  British 
Fleet,  would  carry  on  the  struggle,  until,  in  God’s  good  time,  the 
New  World,  with  all  its  power  and  might,  steps  forth  to  the  rescue 
and  the  liberation  of  the  old. 

2.  Our  tragedy  today  is  a  general  and  universal  physical  fear  so  long  sus¬ 
tained  by  now  that  we  can  even  bear  it.  There  are  no  longer  problems 
of  the  spirit.  There  is  only  the  question:  When  will  I  be  blown  up?' 
Because  of  this,  the  young  man  or  woman  writing  today  has  forgotten 
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the  problems  of  the  human  heart  in  conflict  with  itself  which  alone 
can  make  good  writing  because  only  that  is  worth  writing  about, 
worth  the  agony  and  the  sweat. 

He  must  learn  them  again.  He  must  teach  himself  that  the 
basest  of  all  things  is  to  be  afraid;  and,  teaching  himself  that,  forget 
it  forever,  leaving  no  room  in  his  workshop  for  anything  but  the  old 
verities  and  truths  of  the  heart,  the  old  universal  truths  lacking  which 
any  story  is  ephemeral  and  doomed — love  and  honor  and  pity  and 
pride  and  compassion  and  sacrifice.  Until  he  does  so,  he  labors  under 
a  curse.  He  writes  not  of  love  but  of  lust,  of  defeats  in  which  nobody 
loses  anything  of  value,  of  victories  without  hope  and,  worst  of  all, 
without  pity  or  compassion.  His  griefs  grieve  on  no  universal  bones, 
leaving  no  scars.  He  writes  not  of  the  heart  but  of  the  glands. 

Until  he  relearns  these  things,  he  will  write  as  though  he  stood 
alone  and  watched  the  end  of  man.  I  decline  to  accept  the  end  of 
man.  It  is  easy  enough  to  say  that  man  is  immortal  simply  because 
he  will  endure:  that  when  the  last  ding-dong  of  doom  has  clanged  and 
faded  from  the  last  worthless  rock  hanging  tideless  in  the  last  red  and 
dying  evening,  that  even  then  there  will  still  be  one  more  sound:  that 
of  his  puny  inexhaustible  voice,  still  talking.  I  refuse  to  accept  this. 
I  believe  that  man  will  not  merely  endure:  he  will  prevail.  He  is  im¬ 
mortal,  not  because  he  alone  among  creatures  has  an  inexhaustible 
voice,  but  because  he  has  a  soul,  a  spirit  capable  of  compassion  and 
sacrifice  and  endurance.  The  poet’s,  the  writer’s,  duty  is  to  write  about 
these  things.  It  is  his  privilege  to  help  man  endure  by  lifting  his 
heart,  by  reminding  him  of  the  courage  and  honor  and  hope  and 
pride  and  compassion  and  pity  and  sacrifice  which  have  been  the 
glory  of  his  past.  The  poet’s  voice  need  not  merely  be  the  record  of 
man,  it  can  be  one  of  the  props,  the  pillars  to  help  him  endure  and 
prevail. 

3.  It  was  always  accounted  a  virtue  in  a  man  to  love  his  country.  With 
us  it  is  now  something  more  than  a  virtue.  It  is  a  necessity,  a  condi¬ 
tion  of  survival.  When  an  American  says  that  he  loves  his  country,  he 
means  not  only  that  he  loves  the  New  England  hills,  the  prairies 
glistening  in  the  sun,  the  wide  and  rising  plains,  the  great  moun¬ 
tains,  and  the  sea.  He  means  that  he  loves  an  inner  air,  an  inner  light 
in  which  freedom  lives  and  in  which  a  man  can  draw  the  breath  of 
self-respect. 

Men  who  have  offered  their  lives  for  their  country  know  that 
patriotism  is  not  the  fear  of  something;  it  is  the  love  of  something. 
Patriotism  with  us  is  not  the  hatred  of  Russia;  it  is  the  love  of  this 
Republic  and  of  the  ideal  of  liberty  of  man  and  mind  in  which  it 
was  born,  and  to  which  this  Republic  is  dedicated. 

With  this  patriotism — patriotism  in  its  large  and  wholesome 
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meaning — America  can  master  its  power  and  turn  it  to  the  noble 
cause  of  peace.  We  can  maintain  military  power  without  militarism; 
political  power  without  oppression;  and  moral  power  without  com¬ 
pulsion  or  complacency. 

The  road  we  travel  is  long,  but  at  the  end  lies  the  grail  of 
peace.  And  in  the  valley  of  peace  we  see  the  faint  outlines  of  a  new 
world,  fertile  and  strong.  It  is  odd  that  one  of  the  keys  to  abundance 
should  have  been  handed  to  civilization  on  a  platter  of  destruction. 
But  the  power  of  the  atom  to  work  evil  gives  only  the  merest  hint 
of  its  power  for  good. 

I  believe  that  man  stands  on  the  eve  of  his  greatest  day.  I  know, 
too,  that  that  day  is  not  a  gift  but  a  prize;  that  we  shall  not  reach 
it  until  we  have  won  it. 


Paragraphs 

The  paragraph,  the  next  largest  unit  of  communication,  is  in 
a  way  merely  a  larger,  more  complicated  sentence.  Many  of  the  ob¬ 
servations  we  have  made  about  the  length,  organization,  and  rhythm 
of  sentences  also  apply  to  the  paragraph. 

The  ability  to  construct  good  paragraphs  is  even  more  significant 
an  indication  of  a  writer's  intelligence  than  is  his  ability  to  write 
good  sentences.  While  most  college  freshmen  can  write  acceptable 
individual  sentences,  only  the  superior  student,  at  least  at  the  begin¬ 
ning  of  his  course  in  English  composition,  can  write  whole  paragraphs 
that  "hang  together." 

The  first  fundamental  thing  to  remember  about  the  paragraph, 
as  about  the  sentence,  is  that  it  is  a  unit,  concerned  not  with  a  group 
of  topics  but  with  one  topic  only.  The  paragraph  differs  from  the 
sentence  in  that  it  can  tell  more  about  that  topic  than  an  ordinary 
sentence  has  space  to  do.  It  expands  a  definition,  it  offers  examples 
and  analogies,  it  breaks  down  a  main  argument  into  subheads,  it  pre¬ 
sents  a  chronological  narrative;  but  it  nevertheless  sticks  to  one  main 
point.  In  handbooks  of  composition  much  stress  is  laid  upon  the 
so-called  "topic  sentence"  of  a  paragraph— the  sentence  that  contains 
the  essence  of  what  the  paragraph  is  about,  and  to  which  every  other 
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sentence  bears  some  relation.  Sometimes  the  topic  sentence  is  implied 
rather  than  expressed;  but  the  other  sentences  must  be  bound  to  it 
nonetheless. 

The  second  thing  to  remember  is  that  a  paragraph  must  take  the 
reader  somewhere,  and  take  him  by  a  fairly  direct  route.  No  piece 
of  writing  is  worth  much  if  it  does  not  move  along,  leading  the  reader 
into  some  new  region  of  information  or  argument.  Hence  each  para¬ 
graph  must  somehow  contribute  to  the  total  effect  of  progress.  The 
reader  must  come  out  with  more  than  he  took  in  with  him.  Further¬ 
more,  he  must  be  given  his  new  ideas  systematically,  not  haphazardly. 
He  must  be  enabled  to  follow  the  writer's  line  of  thought.  There 
must  be  no  by-paths  or  detours,  unless  they  are  plainly  marked  as 
such  and  their  presence  can  be  completely  justified. 

This  is  the  substance  of  what  is  said  in  the  textbooks  of  writing. 
What,  then,  are  the  rewards  in  store  for  the  close  reader,  who  re¬ 
mains  always  alert  to  the  writer's  obligation  to  produce  unified,  pro¬ 
gressive  paragraphs? 

The  most  obvious  clue  an  analysis  of  paragraph  structure  can 
offer  is  to  the  orderliness  of  a  writer's  mind.  If  the  organization  of  a 
paragraph  is  clear,  if  the  sentences  are  arranged  in  a  logical  pattern 
with  each  leading  directly  into  the  next,  it  is  reasonable  to  assume 
that  the  writer  has  his  material  under  control,  knows  just  what  he 
wishes  to  say  about  it,  and  is  able  to  present  it  to  his  reader  as  sys¬ 
tematically  as  he  has  arranged  it  in  his  own  mind.  Only  inexperienced 
writers  usually  are  conscious  of  the  process  by  which  they  organize 
their  material;  to  practiced  writers  it  is  an  instinctive,  automatic 
occurrence. 

An  analysis  of  two  paragraphs  from  a  readable  and  informative 
book  on  the  city  of  Washington  during  the  Civil  War,  Margaret 
Leech's  Reveille  in  Washington ,  can  illustrate  how  sound  paragraphs 
are  built: 

1The  most  famous  of  all  hotels,  however,  was  Willard's  at  Fourteenth 
Street.  2Formerly  a  small  and  unsuccessful  hostelry,  its  failure  had 
been  ascribed  to  the  fact  that  it  was  too  far  uptown.  3Its  reputation 
had  been  made  under  the  efficient  management  of  the  Willard 
brothers,  who  hailed  from  Vermont;  and,  enlarged  and  redecorated, 
Willard's  had  become  the  great  meeting  place  of  Washington. 
4Much  of  the  business  of  Government  was  said  to  be  done  in  its 
passages  and  its  bar.  5From  eight  to  eleven  in  the  morning — for 
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Washingtonians  were  not  early  risers — a  procession  of  celebrities 
might  be  observed  passing  to  the  breakfast  table.  6The  huge  break¬ 
fast,  which  included  such  items  as  fried  oysters,  steak  and  onions, 
blanc  mange  and  pate  de  foie  gras,  was  succeeded  by  a  gargantuan 
midday  dinner;  by  another  dinner  at  five  o’clock;  by  a  robust  tea 
at  seven-thirty;  and  finally  by  supper  at  nine.  Englishmen,  them¬ 
selves  no  inconsiderable  feeders,  were  appalled  by  the  meals  that  the 
American  guests,  ladies  as  well  as  gentlemen,  were  able  to  consume. 

8The  British  visitors  hated  Willard’s.  9Its  very  architecture 
offended  them.  10Accustomed  to  snug  inns  with  private  parlors,  they 
could  find  no  decent  seclusion  in  this  rambling,  uncomfortable 
barracks.  nAmerican  hotel  life  was  gregarious,  and  a  peaceful  with¬ 
drawal  from  an  atmosphere  of  “heat,  noise,  dust,  smoke,  expectora¬ 
tion”  was  the  last  thing  that  the  natives  appeared  to  be  seeking. 
12After  breakfast,  as  after  dinner,  the  guests  hastened  to  mingle  in 
the  public  rooms.  13 At  Willard’s,  the  parlor  furniture  was  occupied 
by  the  same  sallow,  determined  men,  the  same  dressy  ladies  and  the 
same  screaming,  precocious  children  that  travelers  observed  else¬ 
where  in  the  United  States. 

Sentence  1  intimates  to  the  reader  that  the  whole  paragraph  to 
follow  will  be  about  a  particular  hotel.  In  the  preceding  paragraph 
other  Washington  hotels  of  the  era  had  been  described.  Willard’s, 
however,  seems  to  call  for  special  treatment,  and  the  new  paragraph 
promises  to  explain  why. 

Sentences  2  and  3  tell  something  of  the  hotel’s  past.  Sentence  2, 
by  referring  to  the  Willard’s  earlier  failure,  emphasizes  by  contrast 
the  idea  of  Sentence  3,  its  present  success  and  fame. 

Sentence  4  then  expands  on  the  closing  note  of  Sentence  3— ■ 
“the  great  meeting  place  of  Washington.” 

Sentences  5,  6,  and  7  continue  to  develop  this  idea,  but  move 
the  reader’s  attention  from  “its  passages  and  its  bar”  (Sentence  4) 
to  the  dining  room.  In  Sentence  5,  a  shift  in  the  order  of  treatment, 
from  the  spatial  to  the  chronological,  is  anticipated  by  showing  that 
in  the  morning  the  traffic  in  the  passages  led  to  the  breakfast  table, 
and  in  Sentence  6  we  move  from  breakfast  through  the  other  meals 
of  the  day.  The  sentence  looks  backward  in  that  it  suggests  that 
Willard’s  guests  thus  had  five  occasions  a  day  for  getting  together 
(“the  great  meeting  place  of  Washington”),  and  forward  in  that  it 
prepares  for  Sentence  7,  the  visiting  Englishmen’s  reaction  to  the 
Americans’  huge  appetites. 
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The  second  paragraph  turns  from  what  the  guests  ate  to  what 
they  saw  and  who  they  were.  Sentence  8,  by  retaining  the  viewpoint  of 
“the  British  visitors/'  firmly  connects  the  new  paragraph  with  the 
last  sentence  of  the  preceding  one,  and  by  ''hated"  defines  the  specific 
attitude  toward  Willard's  that  will  dominate  the  paragraph.  Sentence 
9  makes  explicit  the  change  of  topic  from  the  meals  to  the  hotel's 
physical  character  and  its  clientele.  Sentence  10  makes  concrete  the 
general  observation  of  Sentence  9,  and  uses  the  principle  of  contrast 
to  highlight  the  Willard's  lack  of  snugness  and  privacy.  Sentence  11 
restates  the  matter  in  a  positive  way;  “gregarious"  and  “peaceful  with¬ 
drawal"  relate  to  the  “snug,"  “private,"  and  “seclusion"  of  the  preced¬ 
ing  sentence.  In  addition,  although  the  British  visitors  do  not  appear 
in  this  sentence,  the  use  of  “natives"  implies  that  we  are  still  seeing 
the  hotel  through  their  eyes.  Sentence  12  restresses  the  idea  of 
gregariousness  and  provides  another  link  with  the  preceding  para¬ 
graph  in  its  reference  to  meals.  Sentence  13,  finally,  sums  up  the 
atmosphere  of  the  hotel  by  describing  the  guests— men,  women,  and 
children— as  seen  by  foreign  travelers.  It  is  made  clear,  however,  that 
the  clientele  of  Willard's  was  not  unique;  for  better  or  worse,  it  was 
representative  of  the  American  people  of  the  time. 

Thus  the  two  paragraphs  have  contributed  their  share  to  the 
purpose  of  the  whole  book,  which  is  to  give  the  reader  a  detailed 
notion  of  what  Washington  and  its  inhabitants  were  like  during  the 
Civil  War.  The  paragraphs  have  consistently  emphasized  certain 
aspects  of  the  scene:  the  crowds,  their  noise  and  bustle,  their  gregari¬ 
ousness,  and  their  hearty  vulgarity.  And  consistency  of  impression 
has  been  sustained  by  steadiness  of  point  of  view  within  each  para¬ 
graph.  In  the  first  paragraph  Willard's  is  seen,  from  sentence  to  sen¬ 
tence,  through  the  eyes  of  the  objective  historian.  But  in  the  second 
paragraph,  for  the  sake  of  seeing  her  material  from  a  special  angle, 
the  historian  puts  on  the  glasses  of  the  visiting  Englishmen.  She  keeps 
the  glasses  on,  as  she  should,  for  the  length  of  the  paragraph,  and 
thus  retains  the  all-important  unity  of  impression. 

The  orderly  progression  of  thought  is  assisted  by  the  little  link¬ 
ages  which,  while  usually  so  unobtrusive  as  to  escape  notice,  do  much 
to  speed  the  reader  on  his  smooth  way.  Note  how  many  such  con¬ 
necting  devices  are  used  in  the  paragraphs  quoted: 


226 


SENTENCES  AND  PARAGRAPHS 


Sentence  1:  however  announces  a  change  of  topic,  or  at  least 
of  subtopic. 

Sentence  2:  hostelry  and  its  refer  to  Willard's  in  1. 

Sentences  3  and  4:  its  and  Willard's  keep  the  subject  steadily  in 
view. 

Sentence  5:  procession  and  passing  pick  up  the  idea  of  passages 

in  4. 

Sentence  6:  breakfast  in  turn  links  with  breakfast  table  at  the 
end  of  5. 

Sentence  7:  meals  recapitulates  the  breakfast ,  tea,  dinner ,  and 
supper  of  6. 

Sentences  8,  9,  and  10:  the  subject  of  the  preceding  paragraph 
(Willard's  in  8,  its  in  9,  and  this  .  .  .  barracks  in  10)  and  the  point 
of  view  introduced  at  its  end  (the  British  visitors  in  8,  them  in  9, 
and  they  in  10)  are  systematically  sustained. 

Sentence  11:  the  natives  neatly  shifts  attention  from  the  hotel 
itself  back  to  the  guests  of  Sentence  7,  as  seen  by  the  British  visitors 
of  the  last  three  sentences. 

Sentence  12:  now  the  natives  are  guests  again. 

Sentence  13:  the  two  groups  of  people  dealt  with  in  the  para¬ 
graph  are  brought  together:  the  guests  as  men  .  .  .  ladies  .  .  .  and 
children  and  the  British  visitors  as  travelers. 

Now  examine  for  yourself  this  paragraph,  analyzing  it  in  the  same 
detailed  fashion  for  logical  movement  of  thought  and  tightness  of 
construction: 

There  hasn’t  been  as  much  publicity  about  the  laying  of  a  telephone 
cable  across  the  Atlantic  as  there  should  be.  I  was  reading  about  it 
the  other  night.  It  reminded  me  of  something  else  I  read  recently, 
about  the  troubles  they  had  when  they  laid  the  first  telegraph  cable 
across  the  Atlantic  back  in  the  1860s.  It  was  a  ship  called  the  Great 
Eastern  which  was  used  for  the  purpose,  and  that  ship  had  gone 
through  all  kinds  of  misfortunes  since  she  was  first  built,  as  the 
biggest  iron  ship  constructed  up  to  that  time.  It  was  a  seven  days’ 
wonder,  and  everything  seemed  to  go  wrong,  even  before  she  was 
actually  launched.  On  the  day  she  was  launched,  there  was  a  big 
stampede  among  the  crowd  who  had  gathered  to  witness  the  event, 
and  many  people  were  hurt.  A  regular  telephone  cable  across  the 
Atlantic  has  been  badly  needed,  because  radio  service  never  has 
been  too  satisfactory.  Atmospheric  conditions  just  couldn’t  be  licked, 
even  with  the  best  tools  of  modern  science.  The  new  cable  lies  on 
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the  ocean  floor,  sometimes  two  or  three  miles  down,  and  the  pres¬ 
sure  of  the  water  per  square  inch  is  something  terrific.  Watertight 
amplifiers,  or  boosters,-  are  installed  every  so  often  so  as  to  step  up  the 
electrical  impulses.  This  is  a  great  age  we  are  living  in. 

The  same  influences  that  have  shortened  sentences  in  the  past 
century  have  also  reduced  the  length  of  paragraphs.  This  reduction 
has  been  due  partly  to  the  necessity  for  making  printed  matter  look 
easier  to  read.  In  deference  to  the  requirements  of  the  hasty  reader, 
material  that  once  would  have  constituted  one  large  paragraph  is  now 
broken  up  into  smaller  units.  The  “normal”  modern  paragraph  con¬ 
tains  anywhere  from  three  to  eight  sentences.  The  shortest  paragraphs 
are  those  in  newspapers,  popular  magazines,  and  advertisements— the 
sort  of  writing  that  will  not  be  read  at  all  if  it  cannot  be  read  with 
minimum  effort.  Serious  books,  however,  as  well  as  magazines  in¬ 
tended  for  a  more  or  less  restricted  group,  have  longer  paragraphs. 

Because  the  paragraph,  like  the  sentence,  is  designed  to  show 
the  relationships  between  ideas,  it  follows  that  the  shorter  the  para¬ 
graph  is,  the  less  complicated  the  subject  matter  has  to  be.  Just  as 
short  sentences  can  only  state  an  idea,  barely,  directly,  without  quali¬ 
fications,  so  short  paragraphs  can  show  only  the  most  elementary 
relationships  between  two  or  three  ideas. 

The  following  passage  illustrates  one  of  the  commonest  uses 
the  curt,  one-  or  two-sentence  paragraph  has  in  modern  writing: 

She  did  the  breakfast  dishes  and  then  she  thought  about  sham¬ 
pooing  her  hair.  But  she  decided  to  wait.  There  might  be  a  telephone 
call. 

Or  he  might  have  written. 

At  ten  o’clock  the  postman  dropped  some  pieces  of  mail  in  the 
box.  They  were  next  month’s  Better  Homes  and  Gardens ,  three  cir¬ 
culars,  and  the  gas  bill. 

She  made  a  sandwich  for  lunch.  She  did  not  really  want  it,  but 
she  forced  herself  to  eat  it. 

Then  she  thought  she  might  as  well  wash  her  hair.  While  she 
was  turbaned  in  lather,  the  telephone  rang. 

It  was  someone  wanting  to  sell  her  a  new,  improved  medical 
insurance  policy. 

Later  she  turned  on  the  radio,  but  nothing  was  on  the  air  but 
glib,  loud  disk  jockeys  playing  records  that  sounded  all  alike.  The 
magazine  that  had  come  that  morning  proved  to  have  nothing  in  it 
that  interested  her. 
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At  five  o’clock  Sue  dropped  in  on  her  way  home  to  return  the 
recipe  for  beef  Stroganoff  that  she  had  asked  to  copy.  They  talked 
for  ten  minutes  or  so  and  then  Sue  went  home  to  make  dinner 
for  Fred. 

She  thought  of  making  a  cocktail,  but  she  didn’t  like  the  idea 
of  drinking  alone.  It  probably  wouldn’t  be  good  for  her  anyway. 

At  six  o’clock  the  telephone  rang  again. 

The  author  presents  only  a  bare  series  of  events.  Each  sentence  tellsr 
in  the  plainest  language  possible,  of  one  happening.  There  is  no 
attempt  at  the  painting  in  of  details  or  at  interpretation.  This  is  nar¬ 
ration  reduced  to  its  simplest  terms  and  presented  so  that  the  eye  can 
skim  quickly  down  the  page.  A  more  leisurely  writer,  using  the  same 
situation  and  sequence  of  events,  might  have  developed  them  in  a 
number  of  substantial  paragraphs,  fleshed  out  with  details  of  the 
woman's  activities  and,  most  important,  with  a  running  account  of 
her  thoughts  and  feelings  throughout  the  day.  The  method  illus¬ 
trated  is  the  essence  of  economy,  and  for  the  writer's  special  purpose 
it  is  very  effective.  The  separate  events  described  are  trivial,  com¬ 
monplace,  completely  undramatic;  none  of  them  perhaps  deserve 
any  more  space  than  they  get.  But  the  very  form  of  the  staccato  para¬ 
graphs  in  which  they  are  enumerated  helps  to  imply,  without  ex¬ 
plicitly  defining,  the  woman's  mood  as  she  lives  through  a  long  day. 

The  extremely  short  paragraph  has  various  other  legitimate  func¬ 
tions,  such  as  the  one  illustrated  in  Carl  Sandburg’s  description  of 
the  people’s  reaction  to  the  first  news  of  Lincoln’s  death: 

Men  tried  to  talk  about  it  and  the  words  failed  and  they  came 
back  to  silence. 

To  say  nothing  was  best. 

Lincoln  was  dead. 

Was  there  anything  more  to  say? 

Yes,  they  would  go  through  the  motions  of  grief  and  they  would 
take  their  part  in  a  national  funeral  and  a  ceremony  of  humiliation 
and  abasement  and  tears. 

But  words  were  no  help. 

Lincoln  was  dead. 

Nothing  more  than  that  could  be  said. 

He  was  gone. 

He  would  never  speak  again  to  the  American  people. 

A  great  friend  of  man  had  suddenly  vanished. 

Nothing  could  be  done  about  it, 

Death  is  terribly  final, 
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Here  Sandburg  evidently  wishes  to  suggest  the  dazed  state  of  the 
people,  the  incoherence  brought  on  by  shock.  The  tiny  sentences— 
hardly  more  than  fragmentary  phrases— illustrate  the  first  statement, 
that  "Men  tried  to  talk  about  it  and  the  words  failed/'  Such  few  ideas 
as  are  expressed  are  utterly  commonplace;  when  they  are  stunned 
almost  into  silence,  men  are  capable  of  only  the  most  obvious  thoughts 
("He  was  gone.  He  would  never  speak  again  to  the  American 
people").  And  the  stunned  mind  thinks  the  same  thoughts  over  and 
over:  "Lincoln  was  dead  .  .  .  Lincoln  was  dead."  The  bereaved  people 
of  1865,  Sandburg  suggests,  were  too  choked  up  to  speak.  When 
they  did  manage  a  few  words,  the  phrases  they  uttered  were  like  sobs. 
And  the  phrases  Sandburg  writes  are  like  sobs.  (Why,  by  the  way, 
did  he  not  combine  the  thirteen  sentences  into  a  single  paragraph? 
Would  the  effect  have  been  spoiled?) 

Short  paragraphs  can  sometimes  be  tricky  in  that  they  may  per¬ 
suade  the  reader  that  the  ideas  they  present  are  as  uncomplicated  as 
they  sound.  Terse,  single-sentenced  paragraphs  are  a  rhetorical  device 
that  often  contributes  to  the  fallacy  of  oversimplification.  Like  short 
sentences,  short  paragraphs  have  a  connotation  of  solemnity  and  over¬ 
whelming  authority.  Thus  newspaper  "philosophers,"  advertising 
men,  and  others  who  wish  to  infuse  their  writing  with  these  qualities 
are  partial  to  brief  paragraphs. 

It  is  hardly  necessary  to  say  anything  of  the  overlong  paragraph 
because  it  is  seldom  encountered  except  in  legal  and  governmental 
writing,  whose  shortcomings  we  have  already  examined.  It  is  the  sign 
of  the  man  who  seems  unwilling  to  give  his  reader  a  break,  in  both 
the  standard  and  slang  senses  of  the  term.  And  it  may  also  suggest 
that  the  writer  lacks  a  very  important  mental  faculty— that  of  being 
able  to  separate  his  ideas  into  convenient  but  always  coherent  clusters. 
The  person  who  writes  on  and  on,  without  noticing  when  he  has 
completed  a  logical  subdivision  of  his  exposition  or  argument,  is  as 
unfitted  for  his  occupation  as  the  one  whose  thoughts,  as  reflected  in 
his  writing,  are  excessively  compartmented. 


EXERCISE  12 

Three  of  the  following  passages  were  written  by  experienced 
authors,  the  other  two  by  amateurs.  Examine  each  passage  closely  for 
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the  clarity  with  which  an  idea ,  or  set  of  related  ideas ,  is  developed. 
Does  each  sentence  logically  follow  from  what  has  preceded  it?  Are 
there  any  irrelevant,  or  misplaced,  ideas?  If  you  find  any  of  the  para¬ 
graphs  difficult  to  follow,  rewrite  them,  eliminating  the  sources  of 
your  trouble. 

1.  I  never  in  my  life — and  I  knew  Sarah  Battle  many  of  the  best  years 
of  it — saw  her  take  out  her  snuff-box  when  it  was  her  turn  to  play; 
or  snuff  a  candle  in  the  middle  of  a  game;  or  ring  for  a  servant,  till  it 
was  fairly  over.  She  never  introduced,  or  connived  at,  miscellaneous 
conversation  during  its  process.  As  she  emphatically  observed,  cards 
were  cards:  and  if  I  ever  saw  unmingled  distaste  in  her  fine  last-century 
countenance,  it  was  at  the  airs  of  a  young  gentleman  of  a  literary 
turn,  who  had  been  with  difficulty  persuaded  to  take  a  hand;  and  who, 
in  his  excess  of  candour,  declared,  that  he  thought  there  was  no  harm 
in  unbending  the  mind  now  and  then,  after  serious  studies,  in  recrea¬ 
tions  of  that  kind!  She  could  not  bear  to  have  her  noble  occupation, 
to  which  she  wound  up  her  faculties,  considered  in  that  light.  It  was 
her  business,  her  duty,  the  thing  she  came  into  the  world  to  do — and 
she  did  it.  She  unbent  her  mind  afterwards — over  a  book. 

2.  Grouse,  in  my  opinion,  is  the  king  of  the  game  birds  in  Guernsey 
County,  and  the  population  seems  to  be  on  the  increase.  But  grouse 
hunting  hasn't  been  too  popular.  This  is  the  result,  I  believe,  of  the 
lack  of  understanding  the  habits  of  the  bird  and  the  lack  of  good 
bird  dogs.  It’s  a  great  sport  that  has  been  ignored  by  the  hunter.  Sports¬ 
men  who  are  interested  in  grouse  shooting,  couldn't  go  wrong  on  a 
trip  to  Guernsey  County. 

Rabbits,  the  top  game  animal  in  hill  country,  still  is  hunted 
and  enjoyed  by  the  greatest  number  of  hunters.  Many  also  set  traps 
and  hunt  foxes  and  ducks. 

The  deer  herd  in  Guernsey  County  is  estimated  to  be  in  the 
neighborhood  of  350  head.  About  15  to  20  are  killed  annually  on  the 
highways.  Hunting  next  season  should  be  fairly  productive. 

3.  In  many  cities  merchants  long  established  in  the  heart  of  the  metro¬ 
politan  area  have  opened  branch  stores  or  moved  their  enterprises  to 
suburban  neighborhoods  where  the  traffic  problems  are  less  acute. 
Though  this  solution  does  indeed  tend  to  eliminate  some  metropolitan 
traffic  and  is  enthusiastically  approved  by  the  suburbanites,  it  has  dire 
economic  implication,  threatening  to  produce  in  the  heart  of  our 
cities'  business  districts  “ghost  towns"  of  empty  shops  and  deserted 
department  stores.  Remaining  merchants  in  the  center  of  the  city 
may  find  their  taxes  on  their  empty  stores  and  shops  exceeding  their 
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income.  If  this  solution  is  carried  out  and  continued,  it  is  logical  to 
assume  that  in  time  congestion  within  the  suburban  business  areas 
could  lead  to  further  decentralization,  each  time  at  the  expense  of  the 
abandoned  commercial  area. 

A  proposal  now  being  seriously  considered  by  several  large  metro¬ 
politan  areas  is  that  of  excluding  private  vehicles  from  the  heart  of 
a  city’s  business  district.  Under  the  provisions  of  this  plan  an  area 
consisting  of  perhaps  a  few  square  miles  would  be  closed  to  all  but 
buses,  cabs,  and  delivery  trucks.  Shoppers  and  workers  and  others 
having  business  in  the  closed  area  would  be  required  to  park  outside 
the  restricted  zone  and  continue  into  the  business  district  by  bus 
or  cab. 

The  advantages  of  this  plan  are  many.  Established  businesses 
need  not  move,  at  considerable  expense;  those  for  whom  a  move  is 
not  feasible  need  not  suffer  as  a  result  of  their  inability  to  join  the 
exodus  to  the  suburbs;  and  businesses  long  established  can  offer  more 
and  better  services  than  decentralization  usually  allows.  Property 
values  remain  constant.  A  central  shopping  and  commercial  district 
is  a  convenience  to  all  members  of  a  community.  Clearing  the  streets 
of  private  vehicles  facilitates  the  movement  of  essential  commercial 
traffic.  Reducing  traffic  congestion  inevitably  reduces  the  number  of 
traffic  accidents. 

Admittedly  there  are  disadvantages  as  well.  Many  people,  ac¬ 
customed  to  what  they  consider  the  convenience  of  driving  their  own 
cars,  object  to  the  suggestion  that  they  use  public  transportation 
facilities.  Opposition  comes  also  from  some  merchants  who  argue  that 
routing  the  bulk  of  a  community’s  traffic,  including  tourists,  through 
the  business  district,  results  in  more  business  for  them.  However,  the 
resulting  congestion  of  this  system  actually  defeats  this  argument 
inasmuch  as  the  driver  who  is  wholly  concerned  with  disentangling 
himself  from  the  heavy  traffic  and  unable  to  find  a  parking  space  is 
not  inclined  to  stop  and  shop  just  because  he  is  driving  through  a 
business  district. 

4.  The  inductive  method  has  been  practised  ever  since  the  beginning 
of  the  world  by  every  human  being.  It  is  constantly  practised  by  the 
most  ignorant  clown,  by  the  most  thoughtless  schoolboy,  by  the  very 
child  at  the  breast.  That  method  leads  the  clown  to  the  conclusion 
that  if  he  sows  barley  he  shall  not  reap  wheat.  By  that  method  the 
schoolboy  learns  that  a  cloudy  day  is  the  best  for  catching  trout.  The 
very  infant,  we  imagine,  is  led  by  induction  to  expect  milk  from  his 
mother  or  nurse,  and  none  from  his  father. 

5.  As  a  student  he  was  eager  to  learn,  and  his  recitations  in  class,  though 
somewhat  irrelevant  to  the  matter  under  discussion  at  the  moment, 
were  so  full  of  wit  and  odd  miscellaneous  information  that  teachers 
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welcomed  his  presence.  Rather  taller  than  most  boys  his  age,  he  had 
a  thick  mop  of  brown  hair  which  had  a  tendency  to  become  uncombed 
under  the  stress  of  ideas,  and  his  brown  eyes  and  wide  humorous 
mouth  had  the  power  of  putting  people  under  his  spell  before  he 
was  with  them  for  ten  minutes.  He  had  not  yet  got  over  the  adolescent 
tendency  toward  awkwardness,  and  his  hands,  a  little  larger  than  the 
common  run  of  hands,  often  sought  refuge  in  his  pockets.  It  was  the 
fashion  in  his  day  to  wear  trousers  above  the  ankles,  but  the  fact  that 
his  trousers  dangled  not  far  below  his  calf  may  have  been  due  more 
to  the  rapid,  uncheckable  upward  expansion  of  his  frame  than  to  any 
conscious  desire  to  be  in  style.  What  annoyed  his  teachers  most  was 
his  invariable  habit  of  gazing  out  of  the  window  just  when  they  were 
making  the  most  important  point  in  their  day's  lecture.  Quite  plainly 
his  mind  was  a  thousand  miles  away,  yet  when  it  came  to  a  showdown 
he  always  turned  out  to  have  been  listening — and  retaining.  He  was 
too  exasperating  on  occasion  to  be  a  model  student,  but  no  teacher 
ever  regretted  having  had  the  chance  to  teach  him. 

EXERCISE  13 

Among  the  most  spectacular  best-sellers  of  the  past  twenty  or 
thirty  years  have  been  books  offering  comfort  and  inspiration  to  un¬ 
happy ,  dissatisfied  people.  Among  them  have  been  Walter  B.  Pitkin's 
Life  Begins  at  Forty,  Marjorie  Hillis’  Live  Alone  and  Like  It,  Dale 
Carnegie's  How  to  Win  Friends  and  Influence  People,  Joshua  Loth 
Liebmaris  Peace  of  Mind,  Norman  Vincent  Peale’s  A  Guide  to  Con¬ 
fident  Living  and  The  Power  of  Positive  Thinking.  Examine  one  or 
two  of  these  books ,  or  a  similar  one  that  is  riding  high  in  the  best¬ 
seller  lists  at  the  present  moment ,  and  write  an  essay  analyzing  the 
devices  of  sentence  and  paragraph  structure ,  arrangement ,  and  rhythm 
that  help  each  author  communicate  his  message.  Do  you  think  there 
is  any  correlation  between  the  kind  of  prose  the  author  uses  and  the 
quality  of  thinking  that  it  embodies ?  Is  the  style  well  adapted  for  the 
sort  of  reader  the  writer  presumably  had  in  mind ?  How  do  you 
personally  react  to  it? 


EXERCISE  14 

From  the  germ  of  each  of  the  following  sentences ,  a  good ,  sound , 
coherent ,  interesting  paragraph  can  be  developed.  Write  as  many 
paragraphs  as  your  instructor  directs.  The  “topic  sentence ”  may  start 


PARAGRAPHS  *  £55 

off  the  paragraph  or,  in  some  instances,  serve  as  its  conclusion;  or 

you  may  not  want  to  use  it  in  its  present  form  at  all;  or  you  may  not 

want  to  use  it  at  all. 

But  it  is  not  in  church  that  I  really  feel  close  to  God. 

Her  taste  in  clothes  was  curious,  to  say  the  least. 

There  was  no  truth  to  the  story  that  he  drank  to  excess,  though  it  is  easy 
to  see  how  it  got  around. 

The  latest  model  of  the  Jetstream  sports  car  is  nothing  more  than  a 
heap  of  tin. 

It's  the  intellectuals,  after  all,  not  the  socialites,  who  have  the  best  time 
in  college. 

Lefthandedness  isn’t  a  serious  handicap,  but  it’s  a  nuisance. 

I’m  glad  now  that  I  took  that  course^  even  though  I  hated  it  at  the  time. 

That  was  when  I  acquired  my  first  dislike  of  (Jews,  Christians,  Negroes, 
white  people). 

Spending  Sunday  in  this  town  is  like  getting  a  foretaste  of  what  it’ll  be 
like  in  the  grave. 

She  was  not  at  all  my  idea  of  an  old  maid. 

The  Republicans  are  sure  to  win  the  next  election. 

Once  I  summoned  up  enough  courage  to  ask  him  where  he  had  got  that 
ugly  scar. 

Ibe  seeing-eye  dog  never  made  a  false  move. 

There  are  certain  sounds  that,  so  to  speak,  get  under  my  skin. 

From  head  to  foot,  he  was  a  sight. 

America’s  brief  reign  as  the  supreme  world  power  is  just  about  over. 

The  way  they  package  things  in  the  supermarkets  makes  it  almost  im¬ 
possible  to  cook  a  meal  when  you’re  in  a  hurry. 

Inflation  is  not  only  here  to  stay,  it’s  going  to  get  worse. 

Federal  support  of  local  education  necessarily  means  federal  control  of 
what  is  taught,  and  how  it  is  taught. 

Psychiatrists  can’t  work  miracles. 

The  new  interstate  highway  system  incorporates  novel  safety  features  in 
its  engineering. 


EXERCISE  15  (REVIEW) 

This  exercise  is  designed  to  help  you  draw  together  what  you 
have  learned  about  the  length,  arrangement,  and  rhythm  of  prose 
sentences  and  paragraphs.  Analyze  each  passage  for  such  things  as  the 
orderly  movement  of  thought  from  sentence  to  sentence,  the  rela¬ 
tive  effectiveness  of  short  and  long  sentences,  and  the  use  of  periodic 
and  loose  sentences. 
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1 .  Society  everywhere  is  in  conspiracy  against  the  manhood  of  every  one' 
of  its  members.  Society  is  a  joint-stock  company,  in  which  the  mem¬ 
bers  agree,  for  the  better  securing  of  his  bread  to  each  shareholder,-  to> 
surrender  the  liberty  and  culture  of  the  eater.  The  virtue  in  most 
request  is  conformity.  Self-reliance  is  its  aversion.  It  loves  not  realities' 
and  creators,  but  names  and  customs. 

Whoso  would  be  a  man,  must  be  a  nonconformist.  He  who 
would  gather  immortal  palms  must  not  be  hindered  by  the  name  of 
goodness,  but  must  explore  if  it  be  goodness.  Nothing  is  at  last  sacred 
but  the  integrity  of  your  own  mind. 

2.  Apart  from  the  peculiar  tenets  of  individual  thinkers,  there  is  also  in 
the  world  at  large  an  increasing  inclination  to  stretch  unduly  the 
powers  of  society  over  the  individual,  both  by  the  force  of  opinion 
and  even  by  that  of  legislation:  and  as  the  tendency  of  all  the  changes 
taking  place  in  the  world  is  to  strengthen  society,  and  diminish  the 
power  of  the  individual,  this  encroachment  is  not  one  of  the  evils 
which  tend  spontaneously  to  disappear,  but  on  the  contrary,  to  grow 
more  and  more  formidable.  The  disposition  of  mankind,  whether  as 
rulers  or  as  fellow  citizens,  to  impose  their  own  opinions  and  inclina¬ 
tions  as  a  rule  of  conduct  on  others,  is  so  energetically  supported  by 
some  of  the  best  and  by  some  of  the  worst  feelings  incident  to  human 
nature,  that  it  is  hardly  ever  kept  under  restraint  by  anything  but  want 
of  power;  and  as  the  power  is  not  declining,  but  growing,  unless  a 
strong  barrier  of  moral  conviction  can  be  raised  against  the  mischief, 
we  must  expect,  in  the  present  circumstances  of  the  world,  to  see  it 
increase. 

3L  Persecution  for  the  expression  of  opinions  seems  to  me  perfectly  logi¬ 
cal.  If  you  have  no  doubt  of  your  premises  or  your  power  and  want  a 
certain  result  with  all  your  heart  you  naturally  express  your  wishes  in 
law  and  sweep  away  all  opposition.  To  allow  opposition  by  speech 
seems  to  indicate  that  you  think  speech  impotent,  as  when  a  man 
says  that  he  has  squared  the  circle,  or  that  you  do  not  care  whole¬ 
heartedly  for  the  result,  or  that  you  doubt  either  your  power  or  your 
premises. 

But  when  men  have  realized  that  time  has  upset  many  fighting 
faiths,  they  may  come  to  believe  even  more  than  they  believe  the  very 
foundations  of  their  own  conduct  that  the  ultimate  good  desired  is 
better  reached  by  free  trade  in  ideas — that  the  best  test  of  truth  is 
the  power  of  the  thought  to  get  itself  accepted  in  the  competition  of 
the  market,  and  that  truth  is  the  only  ground  upon  which  their  wishes 
safely  can  be  carried  out.  That,  at  any  rate,  is  the  theory  of  our  Con¬ 
stitution.  It  is  an  experiment,  as  all  life  is  an  experiment.  Every  year 
if  not  every  day  we  have  to  wager  our  salvation  upon  some  prophecy 
based  upon  imperfect  knowledge.  While  that  experiment  is  part  of 
our  system  I  think  that  we  should  be  eternally  vigilant  against  attempts 
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to  check  the  expression  of  opinions  that  we  loathe  and  believe  to  be 
fraught  with  death,  unless  they  so  imminently  threaten  immediate 
interference  with  the  lawful  and  pressing  purposes  of  the  law  that  an 
immediate  check  is  required  to  save  the  country. 

4.  Don't  think  you  are  going  to  conceal  faults  by  concealing  evidence 
that  they  ever  existed.  Don’t  be  afraid  to  go  in  your  library  and  read 
every  book  as  long  as  any  document  does  not  offend  our  own  ideas  of 
decency.  That  should  be  the  only  censorship. 

How  will  we  defeat  communism  unless  we  know  what  it  is? 
What  it  teaches — why  does  it  have  such  an  appeal  for  men?  Why 
are  so  many  people  swearing  allegiance  to  it?  It’s  almost  a  religion, 
albeit  one  of  the  nether  regions. 

Now  we  have  got  to  fight  it  with  something  better.  Not  try  to 
conceal  the  thinking  of  our  own  people.  They  are  part  of  America 
and  even  if  they  think  ideas  that  are  contrary  to  ours  they  have  a  right 
to  have  them,  a  right  to  record  them  and  a  right  to  have  them  in 
places  where  they  are  accessible  to  others.  It  is  unquestioned  or  it  is 
not  America. 

5.  I  believe  that  that  community  is  already  in  process  of  dissolution 
where  each  man  begins  to  eye  his  neighbor  as  a  possible  enemy,  where 
nonconformity  with  the  accepted  creed,  political  as  well  as  religious* 
is  a  mark  of  disaffection;  where  denunciation,  without  specification  or 
backing,  takes  the  place  of  evidence;  where  orthodoxy  chokes  freedom 
of  dissent;  where  faith  in  the  eventual  supremacy  of  reason  has  be¬ 
come  so  timid  that  we  dare  not  enter  our  convictions  in  the  open 
lists  to  win  or  lose.  Such  fears  as  these  are  a  solvent  which  can  eat  out 
the  cement  that  binds  the  stones  together;  they  may  in  the  end  subject 
us  to  a  despotism  as  evil  as  any  that  we  dread;  and  they  can  be  allayed 
only  in  so  far  as  we  refuse  to  proceed  on  suspicion,  and  trust  one 
another  until  we  have  tangible  ground  for  misgiving. 

The  mutual  confidence  on  which  ail  else  depends  can  be  main¬ 
tained  only  by  an  open  mind  and  a  brave  reliance  upon  free  discus¬ 
sion.  I  do  not  say  that  these  will  suffice;  who  knows  but  we  may  be 
on  a  slope  which  leads  down  to  aboriginal  savagery.  But  of  this  I  am 
sure:  if  we  are  to  escape,  we  must  not  yield  a  foot  upon  demanding 
a  fair  field,  and  an  honest  race,  to  all  ideas. 


Fite  Rhythm  of  Verse 

This  is  not  a  book  on  the  “appreciation”  of  literature.  We  do  not 
intend,  therefore,  to  say  much  about  the  means  by  which  the  poet 
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achieves  the  effects  peculiar  to  poetry:  you  can  read  about  that  in  a 
number  of  excellent  books.  But  since  we  have  just  been  saying  a 
number  of  things  that  bear  directly  on  the  rhythm  of  verse,  it  will  be 
worthwhile  to  go  one  step  farther  and  show  how  you  can  apply  the 
principles  just  outlined  to  your  reading  of  verse. 

To  begin  with,  when  we  were  talking  about  the  rhythm  of  prose 
we  remarked  that  prose  has  no  recurrent  beat— no  regular  system  of 
accent,  or  meter.  That  is  one  vital  difference  between  prose  and  verse 
—a  much  more  real  one  than  the  commonly  heard  rule  that  "anything 
that  is  printed  with  straight  right-hand  margins  is  prose,  and  any¬ 
thing  with  irregular  right  margins  is  verse.”  Unlike  prose,  all  true 
verse  has  an  underlying  regularity  of  accent. 

Rhythm  has  a  very  special  significance  to  human  beings.  Every 
moment  of  our  lives,  though  we  may  seldom  stop  to  consider  it, 
we  are  involved  in  a  whole  complex  of  rhythmic  cycles— the  succes¬ 
sion  of  day  and  night  and  of  the  seasons,  the  beat  of  the  heart,  the 
unending  cycle  of  birth,  maturity,  decay,  death,  and  renewal  found 
throughout  nature.  We  seem  furthermore  to  have  some  innate  re¬ 
ceptivity  to  created  rhythm.  One  of  the  most  basic  human  impulses, 
£V£P  of  the  savage,  is  to  express  oneself  in  some  rhythmic  manner; 
and  when  a  man  thus  expresses  himself  in  the  hearing  of  others, 
whether  it  be  by  beating  a  tom-tom  or  by  reciting  a  sonnet,  the 
influence  of  the  rhythm  spreads.  The  heightened  emotion  of  one  man 
^becomes,  by  contagion,  the  heightened  emotion  of  a  whole  group. 
An  extreme  instance  of  this  is  the  manner  in  which,  in  revival  meet¬ 
ings,  rhythmic  sermonizing,  followed  by  singing  and  chanting,  cul¬ 
minates  in  an  often  uncontrollable  mass  paroxysm  of  emotional  fervor. 

In  3  highly  refined  and  subtle  form,  this  is  what  happens  when 
we  read  poetry,  or  hear  it  read.  The  regular  recurrence  of  accent  pro¬ 
vides  a  rhythmic,  and  therefore  at  least  potentially  emotional,  context. 
The  reader  is  made  more  receptive  to  the  emotional  suggestions  of 
the  words  themselves.  Thus  the  total  emotional  experience  of  poetry 
derives  from  two  main  sources— the  connotative  effect  of  the  words 
and  the  arrangement  of  those  words  in  a  definitely  rhythmic  pattern. 

But  much  damage  has  been  done  by  teachers  who  have  insisted 
that  pupil?  "scan”  poetry— that  is,  mark  off  the  accented  and  the 
unaccented  syllables  into  uniform  groups  which  are  called  "feet.”  In 
so  doing,  they  have  implied  that  verse  is  nothing  but  a  monotonous 
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series  of  iambs  or  trochees  or  whatever:  da-dum,  da-dum,  da -dum, 
da-dum;  or  dum-da,  dum-da,  dum-da;  or  da-da-dum,  da-da-dum,  da-da- 
dum.  Wliile  it  is  perfectly  true  that  such  a  regular  beat  underlies  verse , 
that  is  not  the  most  important  thing. 

We  have  seen  that  the  various  words  and  phrases  which  make 
up  a  sentence  receive  all  degrees  of  stress:  some,  like  the  articles  the 
and  a,  are  passed  over  so  lightly  that  often  we  almost  fail  to  hear  them, 
while  others,  such  as  nouns  and  verbs,  receive  greater  emphasis.  The 
amount  of  emphasis  depends  largely  on  the  logical  importance  of 
each  word  in  context.  If  you  will  now  read  aloud  the  preceding  sen¬ 
tences,  you  will  hear  how  subtly  your  accentuation  is  modified,  from 
word  to  word,  by  the  sense  itself. 

Keeping  the  all-important  fact  of  sentence  rhythm  in  mind,  let 
us  now  look  at  the  first  portion  of  Emerson’s  poem,  ‘The  Snow- 
Storm”: 


Announced  by  all  the  trumpets  of  the  sky, 

Arrives  the  snow,  and,  driving  o’er  the  fields. 

Seems  nowhere  to  alight:  the  whited  air 
Hides  hills  and  woods,  the  river,  and  the  heaven. 

And  veils  the  farm-house  at  the  garden’s  end. 

The  sled  and  traveler  stopped,  the  courier’s  feet 
Delayed,  all  friends  shut  out,  the  housemates  sit 
Around  the  radiant  fireplace,  enclosed 
In  a  tumultuous  privacy  of  storm. 

If  we  read  this  passage  aloud,  according  to  the  strict  requirements 
of  the  meter  alone,  it  would  sound— as  nearly  as  we  can  reproduce 
sound  on  the  printed  page— something  like  this: 

anNOUNCED  by  ALL  the  TRUMpets  OF  the  SKY  (pause) 
arRIVES  the  SNOW  and  DRIVing  O’ER  the  FIELDS  (pause) 
seems  NOwhere  TO  aLIGHT  the  WHITed  AIR  (pause) 
hides  HILLS  and  WOODS  the  RIVer  AND  the  HEAVen  (pause) 
and  VEILS  the  FARMhouse  AT  the  GARden’s  END  (pause) 
the  SLED  and  TRAVeler  STOPPED  the  COURier’s  FEET  (pause) 
deLAYED  all  FRIENDS  shut  OUT  the  HOUSEmates  SIT  (pause) 
aROUND  the  RADiANT  firePLACE  enCLOSED  (pause) 
in  A  tuMULtuOUS  priVAcy  OF  storm  (pause) 

Anyone  who  is  not  completely  insensitive  to  the  beauties  of  sound 
would  agree  that  that  is  a  dastardly  thing  to  do  to  any  bit  of  verse. 
By  paying  strict  and  absolutely  unimaginative  attention  to  the  “nota- 
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tion”  suggested  by  the  metrical  pattern,  we  have  destroyed  the  sense 
of  the  passage.  All  we  have  is  an  intolerably  monotonous  tick-tock, 
tick-tock,  tick-tock. 

We  now  assume  for  the  moment  that  the  passage  is  written 
as  prose: 

Announced  by  all  the  trumpets  of  the  sky,  arrives  the  snow,  and, 
driving  o’er  the  fields,  seems  nowhere  to  alight:  the  whited  air  hides 
hills  and  woods,  the  river,  and  the  heaven,  and  veils  the  farm-house 
at  the  garden’s  end.  The  sled  and  traveler  stopped,  the  courier’s 
feet  delayed,  all  friends  shut  out,  the  housemates  sit  around  the 
radiant  fireplace,  enclosed  in  a  tumultuous  privacy  of  storm. 

Since  we  are  not  forewarned— by  the  arrangement  of  the  words  into 
lines  of  what  we  are  accustomed  to  recognize  as  “verse”— that  the 
passage  is  written  in  iambic  meter,  five  accents  to  a  line,  we  are 
under  no  compulsion  to  stress  the  beat.  Instead,  we  read  it  as  we 
would  read  any  prose,  with  predominant  regard  for  the  sense.  Al¬ 
though  no  two  persons  will  read  the  same  passage  in  exactly  the  same 
way — and  fully  recognizing  the  inadequacy  of  using  only  two  degrees 
of  stress,  light  and  heavy— this  is  roughly  the  way  it  would  sound,  with 
a  slanted  line  indicating  a  short  pause,  and  a  double  line,  a  full  stop: 

anNOUNCED  by  all  the  TRUMpets  of  the  SKY  /  arRIVES  the 
SNOW  /  and  /  DRIVing  o’er  the  FIELDS  /  seems  NOwhere  to 
aLIGHT  //  the  WHITed  AIR  HIDES  HILLS  and  WOODS  /  the 
RIVer  /  and  the  HEAVen  /  and  VEILS  the  FARMhouse  at  the 
GARden’s  end  //  the  SLED  and  TRAVeler  STOPPED  /  the 
COURier’s  FEET  deLAYED  /  all  FRIENDS  SHUT  OUT  /  the 
HOUSEmates  sit  around  the  RADiant  FIREplace  /  enCLOSED 
in  a  tuMULtuous  PRIvacy  of  STORM  // 

Comparing  this  version  with  the  one  produced  by  uncompromising 
fidelity  to  the  meter,  you  see  that  most  of  the  metrical  accents  fall 
upon  the  syllables  which  are  also  accented  by  the  sense.  This  is  as  it 
should  be;  the  result  otherwise  would  be  monstrously  artificial.  But 
in  the  strictly  metrical  reading,  many  syllables  are  stressed  which  are 
left  unstressed  in  the  “sense”  reading.  The  unimportant  is  given  a 
false  degree  of  emphasis.  Finally,  the  first  version  provides  for  pauses 
only  at  the  end  of  each  line;  but  these  pauses  are  not  always  called 
for  by  the  sentence  construction— indeed,  they  often  break  the  normal 
flow  of  the  sentence.  In  the  “sense”  version,  however,  the  pauses  are 
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inserted  where  the  sentence  construction  requires,  regardless  of  their 
position  in  the  line.  Strict  metrical  reading,  that  is,  disregards  punc 
tuation;  reading  for  sense  takes  the  punctuation  into  full  account. 

Obviously,  the  second  version  is  better  than  the  first;  it  is  intel¬ 
ligible,  and  furthermore,  because  the  metrical  accents  and  the  sense 
accents  largely  coincide,  it  preserves  the  essential  rhythm.  But  it  is 
impossible  to  represent  typographically  a  much  better  reading— the 
ideal  reading.  We  can  only  describe  what  it  is  like. 

The  complete  rhythm  of  poetry,  as  distinguished  from  the  rigidly 
mechanical  recurrence  of  stressed  and  unstressed  syllables,  is  a  subtle 
blending  of  the  two  sorts  of  rhythm  we  have  been  discussing.  The 
metrical  pattern  hovers  always  in  the  background;  but  above  it,  and 
along  with  it,  moves  the  larger,  more  varied  rhythm  of  the  sentence 
as  a  whole.  If  you  listen  to  the  opening  bars  of  the  Brahms  First  Sym¬ 
phony,  you  will  hear  a  musical  analogue  of  this  conjunction  of  two 
rhythms.  The  tympani  (the  regular  meter)  beat  a  precise,  unchanging 
accompaniment  in  the  background  as  the  strings  (the  sense  current) 
weave  a  constantly  varying  fabric  of  sound.  The  two  movements, 
taken  separately,  are  unimpressive;  but  when  they  are  combined,  the 
one  setting  off  the  other,  they  give  a  rich,  stately  effect.’" 

This  is  the  most  important  thing  to  remember  about  the  rhythm 
of  verse.  Basic  regularity  of  stress  is  essential;  but  it  is  tolerable  only 
when  combined  with  the  varied  stresses  and  pauses  dictated  by  the 
logic  of  the  sentence.  If  we  overemphasize  the  meter,  we  obscure  the 
sense  and  the  overtones  of  the  sense;  if  we  overemphasize  the  normal 
intonations,  we  obscure  the  pleasurable  regularity.  Only  when  the  two 
are  fused  into  a  single  harmonious  pattern  are  the  possibilities  of 
rhythmic  language  fully  realized. 


EXERCISE  1  6 

One  of  the  passages  printed  below  is  an  excerpt  from  a  poem 
famous  for  its  lovely  cadences ,  which  combine  a  regular  meter  (iambic 
pentameter)  with  the  rhythms  of  natural  speech.  The  other  passage 

*  Another  musical  analogue  is  found  in  the  second  movement  of  the  Tchah 
kowsky  Sixth  (Pathdticjue)  Symphony. 
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is  a  rewritten ,  much  inferior ,  version  of  the  same  passage.  Which  is 
the  original ?  How  can  you  tell? 

1.  ...  For  I  have  learned 
To  look  on  nature,  not  as  in  the  hour 

Of  thoughtless  youth;  but  oftentimes  hearing 
The  music  of  humanity,  sad,  still, 

Nor  grating  nor  harsh,  though  of  ample  power 
To  subdue  and  chasten.  And  I  have  felt 
A  presence  that  disturbs  me  with  the  joy 
Of  elevated  thoughts;  a  sublime  sense 
Of  something  interfused  far  more  deeply, 

Whose  dwelling  is  the  light  of  setting  suns, 

And  the  ocean  round  and  the  living  air, 

And  the  blue  sky,  and  in  man’s  mind: 

A  spirit  and  a  motion,  that  impels 

All  thinking  things,  every  object  of  every  thought, 

And  rolls  through  all  things. 

2.  ...  For  I  have  learned 
To  look  on  nature,  not  as  in  the  hour 

Of  thoughtless  youth;  but  hearing  oftentimes 
The  still,  sad  music  of  humanity, 

Nor  harsh  nor  grating,  though  of  ample  power 
To  chasten  and  subdue.  And  I  have  felt 
A  presence  that  disturbs  me  with  the  joy 
Of  elevated  thoughts;  a  sense  sublime 
Of  something  far  more  deeply  interfused, 

Whose  dwelling  is  the  light  of  setting  suns, 

And  the  round  ocean  and  the  living  air, 

And  the  blue  sky,  and  in  the  mind  of  man: 

A  motion  and  a  spirit,  that  impels 

All  thinking  things,  all  objects  of  all  thought, 

And  rolls  through  all  things. 

EXERCISE  17 

Here  are  three  more  pairs  of  passages.  Decide  in  each  case  which 
of  the  two  alternative  passages  is  more  pleasing  to  the  ear  and  which 
is  more  successful  in  matching  the  rhythm  to  the  mood. 

1.  (a)  The  sea  is  calm  tonight. 

The  tide  is  full,  the  moon  lies  fair 

Upon  the  straits; — on  the  French  coast  the  light 

Gleams  and  is  gone;  the  cliffs  of  England  stand. 

Glimmering  and  vast,  out  in  the  tranquil  bay. 
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Come  to  the  window,  sweet  is  the  night-air! 

Only,  from  the  long  line  of  spray 

Where  the  sea  meets  the  moon-blanched  land, 

Listen!  you  hear  the  grating  roar 

Of  pebbles  which  the  waves  draw  back,  and  fling, 

At  their  return,  up  the  high  strand, 

Begin,  and  cease,  and  then  again  begin. 

With  tremulous  cadence  slow,  and  bring 
The  eternal  note  of  sadness  in. 

(b)  Calm  tonight,  how  calm  the  sea  is! 

Full's  the  tide,  and  fair  the  moon  lies 
On  the  straits;  the  lights  of  France  first 
Gleam,  then  go;  the  English  cliffs  stand 
Glimm’ring,  vast,  o’er  the  tranquil  bay. 

Come,  look  out!  how  sweet  the  night  air! 

Only,  from  the  line  of  spray, 

Where  the  sea  meets  moonlit  land, 

Listen!  hear  the  grating  roar — 

Pebbles,  which  the  waves  draw  back, 

Flinging  then  upon  the  strand — 

Start,  and  stop,  and  start  again, 

Bringing,  with  slow  and  tremulous  cadence, 

Th’  eternal  note  of  sadness  in. 

2.  (a)  I  hate  to  count  the  time  Fve  spent  in  wooing, 

In  fruitless  watching,  in  futile  pursuing. 

The  light  that  people  say  always  lies 
In  lovely  but  fickle  woman’s  eyes, 

Has  proved  to  be  my  poor  heart’s  undoing. 

Though  Dame  Wisdom  time  after  time  has  sought  me, 

I  pushed  aside  the  good  advice  she  brought  me; 

To  tell  the  truth,  my  only  guide  books 
Were  that  woman’s  come-hither  looks, 

And,  in  short,  folly’s  the  total  of  what  they  taught  me. 

(b)  The  time  I’ve  lost  in  wooing, 

In  watching  and  pursuing 
The  light  that  lies 
In  woman’s  eyes, 

Has  been  my  heart’s  undoing. 

Though  Wisdom  oft  has  sought  me, 

I  scorn’d  the  lore  she  brought  me. 

My  only  books 
Were  woman’s  looks, 

And  folly’s  all  they’ve  taught  me. 
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3.  (a)  I’ve  travelled  much  in  the  realms  of  gold, 

And  many  goodly  kingdoms  and  states  seen; 

Round  numerous  western  isles  have  I  been 
Which  bards  to  Apollo  in  fealty  hold. 

Often  of  one  wide  expanse  I’d  been  told 

That  was  ruled  by  deep-brow'd  Homer  as  his  demesne; 
Yet  I  never  breathed  its  pure  serene 
Till  old  Chapman  spoke  out  loud  and  bold: 

Then  I  felt  akin  to  some  watcher  of  the  skies 
When  swimmeth  a  new  planet  into  his  ken; 

Or  else  like  Cortez,  when  with  eagle  eyes 

At  the  Pacific  star'd  he — and  every  one  of  his  men 
Look'd  at  one  another  with  wild  surmise — 

Silent,  standing  on  a  peak  in  Darien. 

(b)  Much  have  I  travell’d  in  the  realms  of  gold, 

And  many  goodly  states  and  kingdoms  seen; 

Round  many  western  islands  have  I  been 
Which  bards  in  fealty  to  Apollo  hold. 

Oft  of  one  wide  expanse  had  I  been  told 

That  deep-brow'd  Homer  ruled  as  his  demesne; 

Yet  did  I  never  breathe  its  pure  serene 
Till  I  heard  Chapman  speak  out  loud  and  bold: 

Then  felt  I  like  some  watcher  of  the  skies 
When  a  new  planet  swims  into  his  ken; 

Or  like  stout  Cortez  when  with  eagle  eyes 

He  star'd  at  the  Pacific — and  all  his  men 
Look'd  at  each  other  with  a  wild  surmise — 

Silent,  upon  a  peak  in  Darien. 
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We  are  now  ready  to  apply  the  lessons  of  the  preceding  chapters 
to  the  subject  of  tone.  Tone  results  from  the  interaction  of  almost 
everything  we  have  been  talking  about  up  to  this  point;  it  is  the  total 
emotional  and  intellectual  effect  of  a  passage  of  writing.  To  it,  con¬ 
notation,  diction,  and  rhythm  all  contribute.  An  important  function 
of  language,  we  have  seen,  is  to  mold  a  reader’s  attitude  toward  the 
subject  discussed.  Tone  determines  just  what  that  attitude  will  be. 

A  writer’s  attitude  toward  what  he  discusses  is  not  necessarily 
identical  with  the  response  he  wants  to  produce  in  his  reader.  An 
advertising  man,  for  instance,  or  a  ghost  writer  for  men  in  public 
life,  may  be  completely  indifferent  to  his  subject,  or  he  may  have 
very  different  views  from  those  he  is  expected  to  communicate.  But 
since  it  is  his  job  to  make  his  reader  feel  a  certain  way  toward  his 
subject,  he  deliberately  writes  in  a  vein  that  he  thinks  is  most  likely 
to  evoke  that  feeling.  From  the  reader’s  standpoint  it  is  highly  de¬ 
sirable  that  such  strategy  be  understood  and  taken  into  account  before 
a  decision  is  made  and  acted  upon.  That  is  one  practical  reason  why 
you  should  know  what  tone  is,  and  how  it  is  created. 

But  a  more  important  reason  is  that  an  understanding  of  tone 
and  its  contributory  elements  can  enrich  your  enjoyment  of  imagina¬ 
tive  literature.  If  you  know  how  tone  is  achieved,  you  can  discover 
what  sort  of  attitude  a  poet  or  essayist  or  novelist  has  toward  his  sub¬ 
ject.  It  may  be  that,  once  you  have  ascertained  his  position,  you  will 
be  reluctant  to  share  it  as  he  desires  you  to  do.  That  is  all  right; 
that  is  the  privilege  of  the  genuinely  critical  reader.  Or  it  may  be  that 
a  similar  consideration  of  tone  will  intensify  your  experience  by  clari¬ 
fying  the  author’s  precise  mood  and  thus  revealing  subtle  meanings 
of  whose  existence  you  have  been  unaware.  In  any  event,  you  have 
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nothing  to  lose  and  everything  to  gain  by  always  remembering  that 
tone  is  meant  to  influence  you. 

The  last  two  paragraphs  should  sound  familiar  to  you,  because, 
though  put  in  somewhat  different  form,  they  say  little  more  than 
was  said  at  the  very  beginning  of  this  book.  And  as  we  discuss  various 
specific  ways  by  which  the  tone  of  a  piece  of  writing  is  determined, 
we  shall  be  drawing  constantly  upon  the  ideas  presented  in  earlier 
chapters.  We  shall  take  for  granted  that  by  this  time  you  are  ade¬ 
quately  awarp  of  the  power  of  words  in  general.  What  we  shall  do 
no\y  is  show  the  influence  on  tone  of  two  or  three  special  sorts  of 
language— metaphors,  symbols,  and  allusions. 


Metaphors 

First,  about  metaphors.  (We  use  the  word  here  in  its  inclusive 
sense  of  all  figures  pf  speech.)  You  will  have  no  trouble  understand¬ 
ing  how  metaphors  operate  if  you  have  mastered  the  two  sections  of 
this  book  which  deaf  with  analogy  and  connotation.  The  function  of 
a  metaphor  is  to  suggest  an  analogy.  If  a  writer  wishes  to  make  some¬ 
thing  clearer  and  more  vivid,  he  draws  into  his  discussion,  if  only  by 
a  single  word  or  two,  a  concrete  image  which  brings  to  mind  one 
or  more  qualities  possessed  by  the  situation  or  object  or  person  or  ab¬ 
stract  idea  which  needs  illustration.  For  example,  in  describing  the 
scene  at  a  busy  corner  at  various  hours  of  the  day  and  night,  a  feature 
writer  may  wish  to  impress  his  readers  with  several  dominant  char¬ 
acteristics  of  the  crowd — its  largeness,  its  appearance  of  oneness 
(people  lose  their  individual  identities  and  are  swallowed  up  in  the 
mass),  its  motion,  and  the  fact  that  its  size  fluctuates  at  various 
hours.  Now  the  writer  could  come  right  out  and  use  those  words— 
“largeness,7'  “oneness,77  “motion,77  “fluctuation.77  But  they  are  ab¬ 
stract  words;  they  fail  to  make  the  reader  “see.77  And  so  the  writer 
may  fall  back  on  a  cliche  which,  even  if  it  lacks  freshness,  at  least 
conveys  the  idea:  he  will  speak  of  “the  tides  of  humanity.77  As  every 
reader  will  realize  if  he  thinks  about  it,  the  tides  of  the  sea  have 
some  of  the  same  characteristics  which  the  writer  finds  in  the  people 
who  pass  by  the  corner.  The  writer  makes  his  point  by  an  implied 
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analogy  between  the  sea  and  the  crowd.  The  strength  of  the  analogy 
lies  in  the  readiness  and  vividness  with  which  the  reader  recognizes 
the  qualities  that  the  two  objects  share— their  bonds  of  similarity. 

Metaphor-making  is  one  of  the  oldest  and  deepest-seated  habits 
of  the  human  mind.  From  the  beginning  of  time,  human  beings  have 
searched  for  some  underlying  pattern  or  order  in  the  universe,  a 
process  which  impelled  them  to  find  or  imagine  all  sorts  of  connecting 
links  between  objects  and  phenomena  that  were  superficially  dis¬ 
similar.  These  connecting  links  helped  primitive  man,  at  least,  to  feel 
that  all  of  creation  was  somehow  held  together  by  an  intricate  and 
only  partially  revealed  system,  that  everything— including  himself— 
“belonged.”  Metaphors  are  the  linguistic  embodiment  of  these  links. 
Furthermore,  metaphors  have  always  helped  man  perform  one  of  his 
most  difficult  intellectual  tasks:  that  of  making  the  abstract  compre¬ 
hensible  in  terms  of  ordinary  experience  and  of  explaining  the  seem¬ 
ingly  mysterious  in  everyday  language.  Metaphors,  in  short,  are 
psychologically  indispensable  to  man's  comfort  in  a  complicated, 
baffling,  and  often  frightening  world. 

Thus  the  history  of  language  is,  in  one  respect,  largely  a  history 
of  words  which  have  been  called  into  being  by  man's  long  quest  for 
resemblances  and  relationships  in  the  midst  of  apparent  chaos,  for 
simplicity  in  the  midst  of  complexity.  Words  are  a  record  of  his 
attempt  to  relate  one  thing  to  another.  As  Emerson  said,  himself  using 
several  metaphors  in  three  sentences:  “The  etymologist  finds  the 
deadest  word  to  have  been  once  a  brilliant  picture.  Language  is  fossil 
poetry.  As  the  limestone  of  the  continent  consists  of  infinite  masses 
of  the  shells  of  animalcules,  so  language  is  made  up  of  images  or 
tropes,  which  now,  in  their  secondary  use,  have  long  ceased  to  remind 
us  of  their  poetic  origin.”  Countless  words  in  the  English  language 
alone,  though  no  longer  recognized  as  such,  were  originally  meta¬ 
phors.  In  the  above  few  sentences,  for  example,  these  words,  among 
others,  were  once  pictures:  language,  chaos,  simplicity ,  complexity , 
record ,  relate ,  metaphors ,  brilliant ,  fossil ,  tropes ,  origin. 

The  very  use  of  language,  therefore,  inevitably  involves  words  that 
originated  as  metaphors,  even  though  their  metaphorical  significance 
is  no  longer  realized.  But  in  addition,  it  is  hardly  possible  to  write  or 
speak  without  using  metaphorical  expressions  that  still  have  a  certain 
power  to  suggest  a  comparison.  We  talk  of  going  to  town,  blowing 
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our  own  horn ,  throwing  in  the  sponge ,  walking  on  air ,  seeing  stars , 
tasting  bitter  defeat ,  smelling  a  rat,  looking  for  the  silver  lining , 
talking  out  of  both  sides  of  our  mouth ,  and  tightening  our  belts  with¬ 
out  ever  meaning  that  we  really  perform  any  of  these  actions.  We  are 
using  each  expression  figuratively,  or  metaphorically,  to  refer  to  some 
other  action  or  attitude  that,  through  familiar  usage,  it  suggests. 

Writers  use  metaphorical  language  primarily  as  a  means  of  intel¬ 
lectual  clarification.  But  it  has  an  additional  purpose— one  which  may 
be,  in  the  long  run,  more  important  than  the  first.  The  thing  to  re¬ 
member  is  that  metaphors  evoke  mental  images;  and  mental  images 
often  have  powerful  emotional  qualities.  Thus  the  selection  of  meta¬ 
phors  has  a  great  deal  to  do  with  the  total  emotional  context— the 
mood— of  any  passage  of  writing. 

In  our  discussion  of  the  cliche  (pp.  100-106)  we  saw  one  way  in 
which  a  writer's  use  of  metaphor  may  give  us  a  clue  to  his  thought 
processes.  If  he  depends  on  hackneyed  figures  of  speech  to  convey 
his  meaning,  the  probability  is  that  he  sees  with  the  eyes  of  others. 
By  cultivating  your  awareness  of  trite  language,  you  are  arming  your¬ 
self  against  writers  who  seek  to  influence  you  with  second-hand  ideas 
as  well  as  with  second-hand  language. 

But  a  writer's  metaphors  may  also  tell  you  other  things  about 
him  and  his  own  attitude,  as  well  as  the  attitude  he  wishes  you  to 
have.  Ordinarily,  metaphors  should  fulfill  two  requirements:  they 
should  harmonize  with  the  writer's  intention  and  with  the  subject 
and  atmosphere  he  wants  to  portray,  and  within  a  brief  passage  they 
should  harmonize  with  each  other.  Metaphorical  language,  then, 
should  be  appropriate  and  consistent— unless,  as  we  shall  see,  a  writer 
has  special  reason  for  violating  this  general  rule. 

The  following  quotation  from  a  newspaper  report  of  a  concert 
by  the  Pittsburgh  Symphony  Orchestra  illustrates  a  writer's  failure  to 
observe  either  one  of  these  principles: 

Having  opened  the  program  with  Moussorgsky's  “A  Night  on  Bald 
Mountain,"  a  work  which  has  been  preserved  for  posterity  by  the 
brilliance  of  Rimsky-Korsakoff's  orchestration,  the  orchestra  launched 
into  the  main  musical  bill-of-fare  for  the  evening,  Brahms'  second 
symphony.  One  could  hardly  have  wished  for  more,  for  this  Brahms 
masterpiece  stands  as  a  monument  of  musical  architecture  to  the 
German  master.  From  the  opening,  with  its  haunting  principal 
theme,  to  the  close,  Mr.  Reiner  guided  the  big  orchestra  through 
the  maze  of  sturdy  contrapuntal  fabric  which  is  Johannes  Brahms, 


METAPHORS  *  247 

with  the  skill  of  a  harbor  pilot  steering  a  boat  safely  into  port 

through  familiar  but  treacherous  waters. 

Now  the  tone  of  the  whole  article  (not  reprinted  here)  is  serious.  The 
writer  apparently  wishes  to  present  an  accurate  report  of  a  concert, 
which  is  a  delicate  and  complex  imaginative  experience.  But  does  his 
choice  of  language  and  metaphor  support  this  serious  intent?  Is  it, 
indeed,  at  all  consistent  with  the  subject  discussed?  Scarcely. 
“Launch”  has  the  connotation  of  impetuous,  headlong,  forceful,  even 
somewhat  disorderly  action;  one  of  its  dictionary  definitions  is  “to 
shove  off.”  Can  a  symphony  orchestra  be  said  to  “launch”  into  any¬ 
thing— unless  (which  is  plainly  not  the  case  here)  the  writer  wants 
to  ridicule  its  performance?  Is  “bill-of-fare,”  with  its  connotation  of 
restaurant  food,  appropriate  in  a  report  of  an  event  in  the  concert 
hall?  “Monument  of  musical  architecture,”  although  it  cannot  stand 
too  much  logical  scrutiny  and  is,  in  any  event,  cliche,  at  least  is 
more  in  keeping  with  the  tone  of  the  whole  article.  But  above  all, 
what  about  the  metaphor  by  which  the  conductor  is  likened  to  a  pilot 
and  the  Brahms  symphony  to  an  ocean  liner,  while  the  difficulties  of 
the  work  are  represented  first  as  a  maze  (of  fabric!)  and  then  as  the 
treacherous  waters  of  a  harbor?  The  continuity  of  tone  is  rudely  dis¬ 
rupted  as,  against  our  expectation  and  our  desire,  we  are  forced  to 
envision  a  grizzled  pilot  on  the  bridge  of  the  Queen  Elizabeth  as  she 
slowly  makes  her  way  among  the  tugboats  and  barges  of  New  York 
harbor.  What  has  happened  to  the  Brahms  symphony?  The  writer, 
it  is  quite  plain,  completely  lacks  a  sense  of  fitness.  As  a  result,  his 
report,  because  it  has  no  steady  point  of  view,  no  coherent  tone,  fails 
to  communicate  his  experience  to  his  readers. 

The  connotative  function  of  the  metaphor  is  to  reinforce  the 
tone  established  by  the  writer's  choice  of  language  in  general.  If  the 
writer  hopes  to  establish  rapport  with  his  reader  on  the  basis  of 
man-to-man  talk,  his  metaphors  will  be  drawn  from  common,  every¬ 
day  experience,  just  as  his  diction  is  designed  to  reflect  the  normal 
speech  of  the  reader  to  whom  he  is  addressing  himself.  But  if  he 
wishes  to  elevate  his  reader's  feelings,  his  metaphors  will  themselves 
have  that  elevated  quality.  Unless  each  individual  metaphor  har¬ 
monizes  with  the  tone  of  the  whole,  the  reader  will  be  distracted  by 
the  extraneous  and  irrelevant  elements  which  are  unexpectedly  forced 
into  his  experience. 

Metaphorical  language  which  seems  inappropriate  to  the  general 
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tone  of  the  passage  may  suggest  (as  in  the  case  of  our  music  critic) 
that  the  writer  simply  does  not  have  a  clear  idea  of  his  purpose  or 
of  the  way  to  achieve  it.  But  there  is  another  possibility:  May  not  the 
writer  be  deliberately  using  incongruous  metaphor  for  some  purpose? 
For  one  thing,  poets  and  prose  writers  often  use  an  unexpected  and 
superficially  inappropriate  metaphor  for  the  sake  of  contrast.  Many 
modern  poets,  following  the  example  of  older  ones  like  John  Donne, 
add  extra  meaning  to  their  work  by  introducing  language,  and  espe¬ 
cially  metaphors,  whose  connotation  pulls  in  a  direction  opposite  to 
that  in  which  the  poem  as  a  whole  is  moving.  This  stress  or  “tension” 
allows  the  writer  to  utter  an  oblique,  usually  ironic,  commentary  on 
his  material  and  forces  the  reader  to  entertain  two  simultaneous  atti¬ 
tudes  toward  fhe  poem’s  ideas:  that  which  is  encouraged  by  the 
general  surface  tone  and  direction  and  the  quite  different  one  that 
is  suggested  by  the  seemingly  inappropriate  or  contradictory  metaphor. 

In  one  of  his  dispatches  from  the  Spanish  Civil  War,  Ernest 
Hemingway  said  of  the  German  planes  that  were  aiding  the  rebels: 
“If  their  orders  are  to  strafe  the  road  on  their  way  home,  you  will  get 
it.  Otherwise,  when  they  are  finished  with  their  jobs  on  their  par¬ 
ticular  objective,  they  go  off  like  bank  clerks,  flying  home.”  And  he 
continued:  “Up  toward  Tortosa  things  looked  quite  deadly  already 
from  the  way  the  planes  were  acting.  But  down  here  on  the  delta 
the  artillery  were  still  only  warming  up,  like  baseball  pitchers  lobbing 
them  over  in  the  bull  pen.”  Now  the  “bonds  of  similarity”  between 
German  planes  and  bank  clerks  (both  are  eager  to  get  home  after  the 
day’s  work)  and  between  the  warming-up  respectively  of  heavy  guns 
and  of  baseball  pitchers  (leisureliness,  no  great  attention  to  control) 
make  Hemingway’s  metaphors  effective  so  far  as  the  clarification  of 
ideas  is  concerned.  But  are  not  bank  clerks  and  baseball  pitchers 
incongruous  in  the  grim  context  of  war?  They  are:  and  that  is  why 
Hemingway  used  them.  German  planes,  even  in  1938,  when  this  dis¬ 
patch  was  written,  epitomized  ruthlessness— but  there  is  scarcely  a 
less  harmful  man  alive  than  a  bank  clerk!  By  setting  the  two  side 
by  side,  Hemingway  sought  to  make  the  reader  more  acutely  con¬ 
scious  of  the  sinister  meaning  of  the  German  planes  in  contrast  to 
the  peaceful  inoffensiveness  of  a  homing  bank  clerk.  And  the  mention 
of  baseball  pitchers  in  connection  with  artillery  underscores  the  vast, 
tragic  difference  between  the  motives  of  gunners  and  those  of 
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pitchers.  Hemingway,  in  a  word,  influenced  his  readers'  attitude 
toward  war  by  his  use  of  contrasting  metaphors  from  peacetime, 
Thus  a  careful  consideration  of  the  appropriateness  of  metaphor 
can  throw  light  on  a  writer's  attitude  toward  his  subject  and  the  atti¬ 
tude  that  he  expects  us  to  have.  In  a  similar  manner  we  Can  find 
significance  in  the  consistency,  or  lack  of  consistency,  of  the  meta¬ 
phors  in  a  passage.  The  extended  or  repeated  use  of  concrete  language 
evokes  in  the  reader's  mind  a  series  of  pictures.  Just  as  the  retina  of 
the  physical  eye  retains  an  after-image,  so  does  the  eye  of  the  imagi¬ 
nation.  When  we  read  at  normal  speed,  the  picture  that  occurs  in  our 
mind  is  not  instantly  blotted  out  as  soon  as  we  have  left  the  word 
that  has  called  it  forth.  Instead,  it  lingers  for  an  instant;  and  if 
another  image  is  suggested  before  the  first  one  has  faded,  the  result 
will  be  a  sort  of  double  exposure.  Unless  the  two  images  are  of  the 
same  type,  so  that  the  second  has  a  natural  similarity  to  the  first, 
they  will  clash,  and  the  total  effect  will  be  one  of  confusion.  That 
is  what  happened  when  our  music  critic  spoke  of  a  launching,  a  bill 
of  fare,  a  monument  of  musical  architecture,  and  an  arriving  ocean 
liner— all  in  the  space  of  a  sentence  or  two. 

In  the  daily  newspaper  of  a  famous  university  a  few  years  ago 
appeared  these  sentences: 

Let's  look  at  the  two  [Un-American  Activities]  committees  already 
established  in  both  houses  of  Congress.  They're  run  by  Senator 
McCarthy  and  Representative  Velde — two  peas  in  a  pod.  Both  have 
juggled  hot  potatoes  in  recent  months.  And  the  result  is  that  too 
many  innocent  persons  have  received  burnt  fingers  while  the  Red- 
hunting  congressmen  have  walked  off  with  the  gravy  of  fat  headlines. 

Here  we  have  a  glorious  riot  of  imagery!  First  the  Senator  and  the 
Representative  are  transformed  into  two  peas  in  a  pod.  Then  the  two 
peas  snap  out  of  their  cozy  pod  and  become  jugglers  (in  a  television 
act?),  tossing  hot  potatoes  around.  The  “burnt  fingers"  of  the  next 
sentence  would  be  consistent  with  the  “hot  potatoes"— except  that 
it  is  not  the  jugglers  whose  fingers  are  burnt,  but  the  innocent  per¬ 
sons  (if  “hot  potatoes"  refers  to  people  as  well  as  issues)  whom  they 
have  tossed  around.  In  other  words,  a  reader  taking  the  metaphor 
seriously  would  have  to  conclude  that  the  hot  potatoes  themselves 
have  received  burnt  fingers.  Then,  suddenly,  the  jugglers  shoulder 
muskets  and  start  hunting  Reds;  but  what  they  walk  off  with  is  not 
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game  but  gravy— gravy  somehow  obtained  from  “fat”  headlines.  How 
they  got  back  into  the  kitchen  is  not  explained.  At  least  we  do  have 
some  of  the  makings  of  a  dinner— peas,  potatoes,  and  gravy. 

What  happened  was  that  in  the  student  journalist's  mind  such 
terms  as  peas  in  a  pod,  juggled ,  hot  potatoes ,  burnt  fingers ,  hunting , 
gravy,  and  fat  had  lost  whatever  metaphorical  force  they  once 
possessed  for  him;  they  were  simply  cliches  that  seemed  to  serve  his 
purpose  of  writing  vividly.  Used  singly,  they  would  not  have  been 
so  bad,  though  the  writing  would  still  be  indefensibly  trite.  But 
jumbled  together  in  this  fashion,  they  form  a  passage  that  is  not 
only  hackneyed  but  hilarious. 

Sometimes  a  writer  uses  a  single  metaphor  to  support  and  enrich 
a  whole  long  passage  of  his  discussion;  sometimes,  indeed,  a  single 
metaphor  can  contain  almost  the  whole  meaning  of  a  poem.  Brown¬ 
ing  s  “Memorabilia,”  for  instance,  sums  up  in  only  sixteen  lines  the 
crucial  significance  of  that  poet's  boyhood  discovery  of  Shelley's 
poetry: 

Ah,  did  you  once  see  Shelley  plain, 

And  did  he  stop  and  speak  to  you? 

And  did  you  speak  to  him  again? 

How  strange  it  seems,  and  new! 

But  you  were  living  before  that, 

And  you  are  living  after, 

And  the  memory  I  started  at — 

My  starting  moves  your  laughter! 

I  crossed  a  moor  with  a  name  of  its  own 
And  a  use  in  the  world  no  doubt, 

Yet  a  hand’s-breadth  of  it  shines  alone 
'Mid  the  blank  miles  round  about — 

For  there  I  picked  up  on  the  heather 
And  there  I  put  inside  my  breast 

A  moulted  feather,  an  eagle-feather — 

Well,  I  forget  the  rest. 

The  occasion  of  the  poem  was  the  mature  Browning's  happening  to 
overhear,  in  a  bookstore,  a  man  casually  remarking  that  he  had  once 
talked  with  Shelley.  To  see,  in  the  flesh,  a  man  who  had  not  only 
seen  Shelley,  a  living  man,  but  actually  spoken  with  him,  reminded 
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Browning  of  the  dazzling  impact  Shelley’s  poetry  had  had  on  him 
at  a  susceptible  age.  To  have  even  this  most  vicarious  contact  with 
his  idol  at  the  long  remove  of  years  made  Browning  s  face  turn  pale. 
But,  as  he  says  in  the  second  quatrain,  your  (that  is,  the  stranger’s) 
experience  made  no  such  impression  on  you;  Shelley  was  just  another 
human  being,  not  a  demigod  as  he  was  to  me.  Your  meeting  with 
him  was  just  an  unremarkable  incident  in  a  life. 

The  metaphor  of  the  last  two  quatrains  states,  by  contrast,  what 
Browning’s  own  first  encounter  with  Shelley— at  second  hand, 
through  a  volume  of  his  poems  rather  than  by  a  face-to-face  meeting 
with  the  man  himself— meant  to  him.  The  moor  (what  special  con¬ 
notations  has  the  word?)  represents  the  span  of  life.  Thus  the  whole 
metaphor  rests  upon  a  translation  of  an  event  in  time  (abstract,  non- 
visuable)  into  spatial  terms  (concrete,  visuable).  The  tiny  "hand’s- 
breadth”  of  the  moor  is  analogous  to  a  single  moment  in  the  great 
expanse  of  a  life:  a  moment  that  in  memory  "shines”  in  contrast  to 
the  dreariness  of  all  of  its  surroundings.  It  shines  because  at  that 
hallowed  spot  occurred  one  of  the  great  events  of  Browning’s  life, 
his  discovery  of  a  feather  (a  volume  of  poems)  dropped  by  an  eagle 
(Shelley).  The  selection  of  an  eagle  rather  than  any  other  bird  to 
represent  Shelley  was  suggested  by  the  familiar  association  of  Shel¬ 
ley’s  poetry  with  ethereality— the  clouds,  the  sky— and  with  soaring 
flight.  (Some  years  after  this  poem  was  written,  Matthew  Arnold,  in 
a  famous  image,  spoke  of  Shelley  as  "a  beautiful  and  ineffectual  angel, 
beating  in  the  void  his  luminous  wings  in  vain.”) 

Furthermore,  in  the  metaphor  the  eagle  itself  is  never  seen,  just 
as  Browning  never  saw  Shelley  himself;  and  the  connotations  of 
"eagle,”  in  general,  contrast  with  the  stranger’s  implied  view  that  to 
him  Shelley  was  just  an  ordinary  person  with  his  feet  on  the  ground. 
"Well,  I  forget  the  rest,”  says  Browning:  that  is,  the  other  events  of 
his  life  were  unmemorable  compared  with  the  ecstasy  of  that  first 
discovery  of  Shelley’s  poetry.  But  there  is  also  quite  possibly  an  ironic 
echo  of  the  stranger’s  own  words;  after  having  recounted  as  much  as 
he  remembered  of  his  personal  encounter  with  Shelley,  he  may  have 
ended,  shruggingly,  with  those  same  words,  as  if  the  details  of  a  mere 
meeting  with  Shelley  were,  after  all,  not  worth  preserving. 

Thus  every  small  aspect  of  the  moor-eagle-feather  metaphor  fits 
into  the  meaning  of  the  poem;  the  analogy  is  complete.  By  contrast 
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with  the  prosaic  report  of  the  unimpressed  stranger  who  saw  Shelley 
plain,  the  metaphor  sums  up  in  a  few  lines  the  tremendous  effect 
upon  a  young  man  of  seeing  Shelley  only  through  the  medium  of  his 
poetry.  (It  would  be  illuminating  at  this  point  to  compare  the  meta¬ 
phors  by  which  Keats  memoralized  a  quite  similar  experience.  See 
Exercise  18,  Part  3,  p.  242.) 

If  a  writer  adequately  and  accurately  utilizes  the  various  points 
of  analogy  implicit  in  a  single  metaphor,  we  are  justified  in  thinking 
that  he  has  an  agile  mind,  which  can  follow  a  single  analogy  into 
many  ramifications  and  establish  their  relevance  to  the  argument.  But 
extended  or  overdeveloped  metaphors  are  dangerous  devices  in  the 
hands  of  the  less  skilled.  In  Ely  Cathedral,  in  England,  there  is  a 
tablet  erected  over  a  century  ago  to  the  memory  of  two  men  who 
were  killed  while  working  on  the  railroad  line: 

THE  SPIRITUAL  RAILWAY 

The  Line  to  heaven  by  Christ  was  made, 

With  heavenly  truth  the  Rails  are  laid. 

From  Earth  to  Heaven  the  Line  extends, 

To  Line  Eternal  where  it  ends. 

Repentance  is  the  Station  then, 

Where  Passengers  are  taken  in. 

No  Fee  for  them  is  there  to  pay. 

For  Jesus  is  himself  the  way. 

God’s  Word  is  the  first  Engineer, 

It  points  the  way  to  Heaven  so  clear, 

Through  tunnels  dark  and  dreary  here 
It  does  the  way  to  Glory  steer. 

God's  Love  the  Fire,  his  Truth  the  Steam, 

Which  drives  the  Engine  and  the  Train, 

All  of  you  who  would  to  Glory  ride, 

Must  come  to  Christ,  in  him  abide 
In  First,  and  Second,  and  Third  Class, 

Repentance,  Faith  and  Holiness; 

You  must  the  way  to  Glory  gain 
Or  you  with  Christ  will  not  remain. 

Come  then  poor  Sinners,  now’s  the  time 
At  any  Station  on  the  Line, 

If  you’ll  repent  and  turn  from  sin 
The  Train  will  stop  and  take  you  in. 

Here  the  attempted  stretching  of  the  railroad  analogy  to  cover  a  whole 
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host  of  religious  ideas  is  ludicrously  unsuccessful.  It  undoubtedly 
moves  the  reader,  but  only  to  laughter.  But  elaborated  metaphors, 
when  used  by  more  skillful  writers,  should  always  be  carefully  ex¬ 
amined.  Sometimes  they  work  out  beautifully,  as  does  Donne's  fa¬ 
mous  use  of  the  drawing-compass  figure  in  his  ''Valediction  For¬ 
bidding  Mourning.”  Sometimes,  however,  they  carry  the  reader  from 
the  first  ground  of  similarity,  which  is  perfectly  acceptable,  to  other 
suggested  similarities  which  are  not,  in  fact,  present.  Thus  the  reader, 
who  has  justifiably  accepted  the  analogy  as  first  presented,  may  be 
induced  to  accept  every  ensuing  application  of  the  analogy,  whether 
it  is  sound  or  not. 

For  practice  in  examining  an  extended  metaphor,  read  the  fol¬ 
lowing  passage.  Is  the  analogy  sound  at  every  point?  Or  does  the 
writer  sometimes  strain  his  metaphor  to  make  it  apply  to  every¬ 
thing  he  is  saying? 

I  find  the  great  thing  in  this  world  is  not  so  much  where  we  stand, 
as  in  what  direction  we  are  moving:  to  reach  the  port  of  heaven,  we 
must  sail  sometimes  with  the  wind  and  sometimes  against  it — but  we 
must  sail,  and  not  drift,  nor  lie  at  anchor.  There  is  one  very  sad 
thing  in  old  friendships,  to  every  mind  that  is  really  moving  onward. 
It  is  this:  that  one  cannot  help  using  his  early  friends  as  the  seaman 
uses  the  log,  to  mark  his  progress.  Every  now  and  then  we  throw  an 
old  schoolmate  over  the  stern  with  a  string  of  thought  tied  to  him, 
and  look — I  am  afraid  with  a  kind  of  luxurious  and  sanctimonious 
compassion — to  see  the  rate  at  which  the  string  reels  off,  while  he  lies 
there  bobbing  up  and  down,  poor  fellow!  and  we  are  dashing  along 
with  the  white  foam  and  bright  sparkle  at  our  bows; — the  ruffled 
bosom  of  prosperity  and  progress,  with  a  sprig  of  diamonds  stuck 
in  it!  But  this  is  only  the  sentimental  side  of  the  matter;  for  grow 
we  must,  if  we  outgrow  all  that  we  love. 

Don't  misunderstand  that  metaphor  of  heaving  the  log,  I  beg 
you.  It  is  merely  a  smart  way  of  saying  that  we  cannot  avoid  measur¬ 
ing  our  rate  of  movement  by  those  with  whom  we  have  long  been  in 
the  habit  of  comparing  ourselves;  and  when  they  once  become  sta¬ 
tionary,  we  can  get  our  reckoning  from  them  with  painful  accuracy. 
We  see  just  what  we  were  when  they  were  our  peers,  and  can  strike 
the  balance  between  that  and  whatever  we  may  feel  ourselves  to  be 
now.  No  doubt  we  may  sometimes  be  mistaken.  If  we  change  our  last 
simile  to  that  very  old  and  familiar  one  of  a  fleet  leaving  the  harbor 
and  sailing  in  company  for  some  distant  region,  we  can  get  what  we 
want  out  of  it.  There  is  one  of  our  companions; — her  streamers  were 
torn  into  rags  before  she  had  got  into  the  open  sea,  then  by  and  by 
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her  sails  blew  out  of  the  ropes  one  after  another,  the  waves  swept 
her  deck,  and  as  night  came  on  we  left  her  a  seeming  wreck,  as  we 
flew  under  our  pyramid  of  canvas.  But  lo!  at  dawn  she  is  still  in 
sight — it  may  be  in  advance  of  us.  Some  deep  ocean-current  has  been 
moving  her  on,  strong,  but  silent — yes,  stronger  than  these  noisy 
winds  that  puff  our  sails  until  they  are  swollen  as  the  cheeks  of 
jubilant  cherubim.  And  when  at  last  the  black  steam-tug  with  the 
skeleton  arms,  which  comes  out  of  the  mist  sooner  or  later  and  takes 
us  all  in  tow,  grapples  her  and  goes  off  panting  and  groaning  with 
her,  it  is  to  that  harbor  where  all  wrecks  are  refitted,  and  where, 
alas!  we,  towering  in  our  pride,  may  never  come. 


EXERCISE  1 

From  any  source  at  all— today  s  newspaper,  a  current  magazine , 
overheard  conversation ,  a  book  you  happen  to  pick  up— make  a  list 
of  about  a  dozen  metaphors.  Take  each  one  apart  to  see  what  makes 
it  tick.  (Note  the  metaphor  right  there.)  What  does  it  literally  mean ? 
What  is  the  element  of  similarity  that  makes  it  useful  in  the  context 
in  which  you  found  it?  Try  making  the  same  statement  without  using 
any  metaphor:  is  it  any  less  vivid?  Finally:  how  many  of  the  meta¬ 
phors  in  your  list  would  you  regard  as  hackneyed?  Do  they  really 
serve  their  purpose  as  analogies ,  or  are  they  worn  so  smooth  that  their 
power  to  suggest  comparison  is  largely  lost?  Write  a  thoughtful  essay 
on  your  findings.  The  title  might  be  “ Metaphors  in  Everyday  Life  ” 
or  “ How  Metaphors  Work ,  and  Sometimes  Don’t,”  or  “ Metaphors 
Living  and  Dying.” 

EXERCISE  2 

Here  are  a  number  of  definitions  of  slang  by  eminent  writers , 
past  and  present.  How  do  the  connotations  of  the  metaphor  used  by 
each  writer  define  his  own  attitude? 

1.  Slang  is  language  that  takes  off  its  coat,  spits  on  its  hands,  and  gets 
to  work. 

2.  Slang  is  a  dressing  room  in  which  language,  having  an  evil  deed  to 
prepare,  puts  on  a  disguise. 

3.  Slang  is  the  speech  of  him  who  robs  the  literary  garbage  carts  on  their 
way  to  the  dumps. 
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4.  The  language  of  the  street  is  always  strong.  .  .  .  Cut  these  words  and 
they  would  bleed;  they  are  vascular  and  alive;  they  walk  and  run. 

5.  Slang  is  the  wholesome  fermentation  or  eructation  of  those  processes 
eternally  active  in  language,  by  which  the  froth  and  specks  are  thrown 
up,  mostly  to  pass  away,  though  occasionally  to  settle  and  permanently 
crystallize. 


EXERCISE  5 

Examine  each  quotation  for  these  points:  (1)  the  vividness  and 
freshness  with  which  the  metaphor  illuminates  the  idea ;  (2)  the 
appropriateness  of  the  metaphor  to  the  subject  discussed;  (3)  the 
clues  the  metaphor  offers  to  the  attitude  of  the  writer ,  or  to  the  atti¬ 
tude  he  wishes  the  reader  to  have. 

1.  Her  smile  was  silent  as  the  smile  on  corpses  three  hours  old. 

2.  [The  question:  Whom  did  Shakespeare  address  his  sonnets  to,  and 
to  what  degree  are  they  autobiographical?]  There  are  many  footprints 
around  the  cave  of  this  mystery,  none  of  them  pointing  in  the  out¬ 
ward  direction.  No  one  has  ever  attempted  a  solution  of  the  problem 
without  leaving  a  book  behind  him;  and  the  shrine  of  Shakespeare  is 
thickly  hung  with  these  votive  offerings,  all  withered  and  dusty.  No 
one  has  ever  sought  to  gain  access  to  this  heaven  of  poetry  by  a 
privileged  and  secret  stairway,  without  being  blown  ten  thousand 
leagues  awry,  over  the  backside  of  the  world,  into  the  Paradise  of 
Fools.  The  quest  remains  unachieved. 

3.  A  tree  whose  hungry  mouth  is  pressed 
Against  the  sweet  earth's  flowing  breast; 

A  tree  that  looks  at  God  all  day, 

And  lifts  her  leafy  arms  to  pray; 

A  tree  that  may  in  summer  wear 
A  nest  of  robins  in  her  hair; 

Upon  whose  bosom  snow  has  lain; 

Who  intimately  lives  with  rain.* 

4.  [A  visitor’s  impression  of  New  York’s  East  Side]  The  architecture 
seemed  to  sweat  humanity  at  every  window  and  door. 

5.  Day  after  day,  day  after  day, 

We  stuck,  nor  breath  nor  motion; 

As  idle  as  a  painted  ship 
Upon  a  painted  ocean. 

*  Joyce  Kilmer,  “Trees.”  From  Trees  and  Other  Poems.  Copyright  1914  by 
Doubleday  &  Co.,  Inc. 
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6.  Broad  on  both  bows,  at  the  distance  of  some  two  or  three  miles,  and 
forming  a  great  semicircle,  embracing  one  half  of  the  level  horizon, 
a  continuous  chain  of  whale-jets  were  up-playing  and  sparkling  in  the 
noon-day  air.  Unlike  the  straight  perpendicular  twin-jets  of  the  Right 
Whale,  which,  dividing  at  top,  fall  over  in  two  branches,  like  the 
cleft  drooping  boughs  of  a  willow,  the  single  forward-slanting  spout 
of  the  Sperm  Whale  presents  a  thick  curled  bush  of  white  mist, 
continually  rising  and  falling  away  to  leeward. 

Seen  from  the  Pequod’s  deck,  then,  as  she  would  rise  on  a  high 
hill  of  the  sea,  this  host  of  vapory  spouts,  individually  curling  up  into 
the  air,  and  beheld  through  a  blending  atmosphere  of  bluish  haze, 
showed  like  the  thousand  cheerful  chimneys  of  some  dense  metropo¬ 
lis,  descried  by  a  balmy  autumnal  morning,  by  some  horseman  on  a 
height. 

As  marching  armies  approaching  an  unfriendly  defile  in  the 
mountains,  accelerate  their  march,  all  eagerness  to  place  that  perilous 
passage  in  their  rear,  and  once  more  expand  in  comparative  security 
upon  the  plain;  even  so  did  this  vast  fleet  of  whales  now  seem  hurry¬ 
ing  forward  through  the  straits;  gradually  contracting  the  wings  of 
their  semicircle,  and  swimming  on,  in  one  solid,  but  still  crescentic 
centre. 


7-  I  saw  eternity  the  other  night 

Like  a  great  ring  of  pure  and  endless  light, 

All  calm,  as  it  was  bright. 

8.  That  time  of  year  thou  mayst  in  me  behold 
When  yellow  leaves,  or  none,  or  few,  do  hang 
Upon  those  boughs  which  shake  against  the  cold, 

Bare  ruined  choirs,  where  late  the  sweet  birds  sang. 

In  me  thou  seest  the  twilight  of  such  day 

As  after  sunset  fadeth  in  the  west, 

Which  by  and  by  black  night  doth  take  away, 

Death’s  second  self,  that  seals  up  all  in  rest. 

In  me  thou  seest  the  glowing  of  such  fire 
That  on  the  ashes  of  his  youth  doth  lie, 

As  the  deathbed  whereon  it  must  expire, 

Consumed  with  that  which  it  was  nourished  by. 

This  thou  perceivest,  which  makes  thy  love  more 
strong, 

To  love  that  well  which  thou  must  leave  ere  long. 

9.  It  is  no  matter  what  you  teach  children  first,  any  more  than  what 
leg  you  shall  put  into  your  breeches  first.  You  may  stand  disputing 
which  is  best  to  put  in  first,  but  in  the  mean  time  your  breech  is 
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bare.  While  you  are  considering  which  of  two  things  you  should 
teach  your  child  first,  another  boy  has  learnt  them  both. 

10.  Selling  and  buying  are  a  pitched  battle:  the  consumer  erects  his 
sales  resistance  (as  he  might  a  stockade  in  Indian  country)  and  the 
manufacturer  tries  to  knock  it  down. 


EXERCISE  4 

In  the  light  of  what  has  been  said  about  consistency  of  metaphor , 
comment  on  the  effect  of  each  of  the  following  passages: 

1.  At  season’s  close,  end  Jim  Castle  was  elected  captain  for  1954,  and 
Munger  put  the  quietus  on  various  draft  movements  attempting  to 
pull  him  back  into  the  grid  wars.  The  ensuing  "search  for  a  coach” 
would  have  given  Messrs.  Gilbert  and  Sullivan  food  for  several 
operatic  parodies.  In  a  free-wheeling  policy  of  "come  one,  come  all,” 
hordes  of  candidates  were  interviewed,  discussed,  speculated  about, 
photographed,  fingerprinted,  and  everything  but  hired.  Leaks  and 
counter-leaks  gave  press  representatives  copy  for  dull  afternoons,  but 
the  little  bouncing  ball  refused  to  light.  Thus,  by  mid-January,  the 
athletic  scene  had  thoroughly  shifted.  In  addition,  Pennsylvania’s 
fortunes  were  firmly  cast  with  the  fast-jelling  Ivy  League,  and  her 
"suicide  schedules”  for  ’54  and  ’55  recognized  as  anachronisms 
already. 

2.  [Concerning  a  certain  philosophical  controversy]  As  it  was,  Newman 
easily  turned  his  flank.  No  other  instance  probably  can  be  found  of 
a  game  in  which  one  player  held  all  the  trumps,  and  another  took 
all  the  tricks.  Had  Huxley  been  Newman’s  opponent  the  breaking 
of  lances  would  have  been  a  joy  to  witness.  But  Huxley  would  never 
have  made  Kingsley’s  initial  mistake;  and,  but  for  that  mistake,  New¬ 
man  would  never  have  taken  up  the  glove. 

3.  The  defendant,  in  presenting  his  alibi,  chose  the  alley  he  was  going 
to  bowl  on — and  the  jury  wouldn’t  swallow  it. 

4.  Tomorrow,  and  tomorrow,  and  tomorrow 
Creeps  in  this  petty  pace  from  day  to  day 
To  the  last  syllable  of  recorded  time; 

And  all  our  yesterdays  have  lighted  fools 

The  way  to  dusty  death.  Out,  out,  brief  candle! 

Life’s  but  a  walking  shadow,  a  poor  player, 

That  struts  and  frets  his  hour  upon  the  stage 
And  then  is  heard  no  more.  It  is  a  tale 
Told  by  an  idiot,  full  of  sound  and  fury, 

Signifying  nothing. 
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5.  Suppose  it  were  perfectly  certain  that  the  life  and  fortune  of  every 
one  of  us  would,  one  day  or  other,  depend  upon  his  winning  or 
losing  a  game  of  chess.  Don’t  you  think  that  we  should  all  consider 
it  to  be  a  primary  duty  to  learn  at  least  the  names  and  the  moves 
of  the  pieces;  to  have  a  notion  of  a  gambit,  and  a  keen  eye  for  all  the 
means  of  giving  and  getting  out  of  check?  Do  you  not  think  that 
we  should  look  with  a  disapprobation  amounting  to  scorn,  upon  the 
father  who  allowed  his  son,  or  the  state  which  allowed  its  members, 
to  grow  up  without  knowing  a  pawn  from  a  knight? 

Yet  it  is  a  very  plain  and  elementary  truth,  that  the  life,  the 
fortune,  and  the  happiness  of  every  one  of  us,  and,  more  or  less,  of 
those  who  are  connected  with  us,  do  depend  upon  our  knowing  some¬ 
thing  of  the  rules  of  a  game  infinitely  more  difficult  and  complicated 
than  chess.  It  is  a  game  which  has  been  played  for  untold  ages,  every 
man  and  woman  of  us  being  one  of  the  two  players  in  a  game  of 
his  or  her  own.  The  chessboard  is  the  world,  the  pieces  are  the  phe¬ 
nomena  of  the  universe,  the  rules  of  the  game  are  what  we  call  the 
laws  of  Nature.  The  player  on  the  other  side  is  hidden  from  us.  We 
know  that  his  play  is  always  fair,  just,  and  patient.  But  also  we  know, 
to  our  cost,  that  he  never  overlooks  a  mistake,  or  makes  the  smallest 
allowance  for  ignorance.  To  the  man  who  plays  well,  the  highest 
stakes  are  paid,  with  that  sort  of  overflowing  generosity  with  which 
the  strong  shows  delight  in  strength.  And  one  who  plays  ill  is  check¬ 
mated — without  haste,  but  without  remorse. 

.  .  .  Well,  what  I  mean  by  Education  is  learning  the  rules  of 
this  mighty  game.  In  other  words,  education  is  the  instruction  of  the 
intellect  in  the  laws  of  Nature,  under  which  name  I  include  not 
merely  things  and  their  forces,  but  men  and  their  ways;  and  the  fash¬ 
ioning  of  the  affections  and  of  the  will  into  an  earnest  and  loving 
desire  to  move  in  harmony  with  those  laws. 

6.  By  this  he  knew  she  wept  with  waking  eyes: 

That,  at  his  hand’s  light  quiver  by  her  head, 

The  strange  low  sobs  that  shook  their  common  bed 
Were  called  into  her  with  a  sharp  surprise, 

And  strangled  mute,  like  little  gaping  snakes. 

Dreadfully  venomous  to  him.  She  lay 

Stone-still,  and  the  long  darkness  flowed  away 

With  muffled  pulses.  Then,  as  midnight  makes 

Her  giant  heart  of  Memory  and  Tears 

Drink  the  pale  drug  of  silence,  and  so  beat 

Sleep’s  heavy  measure,  they  from  head  to  feet 

Were  moveless,  looking  through  their  dead  black  years, 

By  vain  regret  scrawled  over  the  blank  wall. 

Like  sculptured  effigies  they  might  be  seen 
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Upon  their  marriage-tomb,  the  sword  between; 

Each  wishing  for  the  sword  that  severs  all. 

7.  Miss  Willauer’s  pleasant  soprano  had  the  power  to  act  as  a  fulcrum 
for  the  ensemble  as  she  carried  the  top  part.  And  at  the  other  end, 
Mr.  Pease  held  his  own  with  distinction.  But  Mr.  DaCosta,  whom 
I  know  to  be  a  fine  artist,  had  an  off  day  and  the  quintette  did  not 
jell,  even  though  Miss  Hupp  and  Messrs.  Nagy  and  McCurdy  pulled 
on  their  oars.  But  then  this  is  often  the  case  with  opera  in  concert 
form.  With  the  whole  personnel  squeezed  onto  the  platform  the 
soloists  have  little  elbow  room  for  their  voices. 

8.  The  narrative  itself  is  heavy  as  lead;  unrelieved  by  any  high-lighting, 
it  just  flows  on  and  on. 

9.  This  royal  throne  of  kings,  this  scept’red  isle, 

This  earth  of  majesty,  this  seat  of  Mars, 

This  other  Eden,  demi-paradise, 

This  fortress  built  by  Nature  for  herself 
Against  infection  and  the  hand  of  war, 

This  happy  breed  of  men,  this  little  world, 

This  precious  stone  set  in  the  silver  sea, 

Which  serves  it  in  the  office  of  a  wall, 

Or  as  a  moat  defensive  to  a  house. 

Against  the  envy  of  less  happier  lands; 

This  blessed  plot,  this  earth,  this  realm,  this  England.  .  .  . 

10.  A  dread  disease  overtakes  many  American  novelists  in  middle  age, 
and  it  usually  attacks  the  best  ones.  It  is  believed  that  it  was  originally 
introduced  from  Mississippi,  but  its  origins  are  obscure.  The  symp¬ 
toms  include  logorrhoea,  distension  of  the  material,  with  elephan¬ 
tiasis  of  the  form,  followed  by  delusions  of  philosophic  grandeur. 
The  action  of  the  syntax  is  impaired,  and  pornography  is  sometimes 
present.  The  prognosis  is  poor,  successive  books  showing  the  same 
symptoms  in  an  intensified  form,  occasionally  accompanied  by  the 
Nobel  Prize.  The  reader  is  often  infected,  the  disease  in  its  primary 
stages  resembling  encephalitis  lethargica ,  with  yawns,  inability  to  re¬ 
tain  interest,  and  general  apathy. 

EXERCISE  5 

Words  are  queer  things,  possessed  of  queer  properties,  of  which  perhaps 
the  queerest  of  all  is  their  faculty  of  taking  on  a  life  of  their  own,  inde¬ 
pendent  of  their  creator,  like  the  monster  of  Frankenstein.  Man  made 
words;  but  words,  once  made,  live  by  their  own  force,  assume  new  mean¬ 
ings  and  strange  attributes,  and  may  end  by  enslaving  or  even  destroying 
their  maker.  Now  there  is  a  peculiarly  subtle  danger  in  words  of  the 
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metaphorical  kind.  There  is  a  curious  fascination  about  them;  they  seem 
to  come  to  one  packed  with  meaning,  and  yet  to  reveal  that  meaning  at 
a  glance.  And  some  metaphors  are,  indeed,  glorious  winged  creatures,  in 
whose  keeping  the  spirit  of  man  can  pass  in  a  flash  beyond  “the  flaming 
bounds  of  space  and  time”;  they  are  the  very  substance  of  the  noblest  of 
man's  achievements — Poetry.  But  there  is  another  species  of  metaphor, 
very  different  from  the  metaphor  of  the  poet — a  serpentine,  insidious 
thing,  or — for  it  seems  natural  to  use  a  metaphor  to  describe  a  metaphor, 
just  as  one  sets  a  thief  to  catch  a  thief — a  trap.  ...  If  the  good  metaphor 
may  be  conveniently  called  the  poet's  metaphor,  the  bad  one  deserves  the 
name  of  the  journalist’s.  The  essential  characteristic  of  the  journalist's 
metaphor  is  speciousness:  under  a  guise  of  brevity  and  vigor  it,  in  fact, 
confuses,  in  order  to  insinuate  suggestions  which  would  have  been  re¬ 
jected  in  any  other  shape. 

Write  an  essay  on  this  topic— “the  danger  in  metaphors”— based 
on  examples  of  metaphorical  language  now  current  in  discussion  of 
political  affairs .  What  do  the  metaphors  you  select  for  this  purpose 
from  newspapers  and  magazines  mean?  What  are  the  connotations 
that  impel  newspapermen  and  public  men  to  use  them?  How  are  they 
intended  to  determine  our  attitude?  (For  instance:  pouring  money 
down  a  rat  hole  is  a  favorite  expression  among  those  who  oppose  the 
American  foreign-aid  program;  the  monolithic  state  is  a  familiar  way 
of  describing  a  dictatorship;  a  Secretary  of  State  once  threatened  to 
unleash  Chiang  Kai-shek  [ that  is ,  the  Nationalist  Chinese  forces  on 
Taiwan]  against  Communist  China ,  whereupon  his  critics  observed 
that  about  all  he'd  unleash ,  in  that  case ,  would  be  a  paper  tiger.) 

EXERCISE  6 

Decide  how  appropriate  and  effective  the  metaphors  in  the  fol¬ 
lowing  quotations  are: 

1.  A  word  is  not  a  crystal,  transparent  and  unchanged;  it  is  the  skin  of 
a  living  thought,  and  may  vary  greatly  in  color  and  content  according 
to  the  circumstances  and  the  time  in  which  it  is  used. 

2.  If  you  detect  the  ridicule,  and  your  kindliness  is  chilled  by  it,  you  are 
slipping  into  the  grasp  of  Satire. 

If,  instead  of  falling  foul  of  the  ridiculous  person  with  a  satiric 
rod,  to  make  him  writhe  and  shriek  aloud,  you  prefer  to  sting  him 
under  a  semi-caress,  by  which  he  shall  in  his  anguish  be  rendered 
dubious  whether  indeed  anything  has  hurt  him,  you  are  an  engine 
of  Irony. 
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If  you  laugh  all  round  him,  tumble  him,  roll  him  about,  deal 
him  a  smack,  and  drop  a  tear  on  him,  own  his  likeness  to  you  and 
yours  to  your  neighbor,  spare  him  as  little  as  you  shun,  pity  him  as 
much  as  you  expose,  it  is  a  spirit  of  Humor  that  is  moving  you. 

3.  What  I  like  in  a  good  author  is  not  what  he  says,  but  what  he  whispers. 

4.  Adjectives  are  sirens;  they  betray  all  whom  their  music  beguiles.  En¬ 
slave  them  and  you  are  master  of  the  poetic  art.  Their  talents  are  four: 
they  have  sound,  meaning,  decorative  value  and  emotional  value. 

5.  No  language  after  it  has  faded  into  diction ,  none  that  cannot  suck  up 
the  feeding  juices  secreted  for  it  in  the  rich  mother-earth  of  common 
folk,  can  bring  forth  a  sound  and  lusty  book.  True  vigor  and  heartiness 
of  phrase  do  not  pass  from  page  to  page,  but  from  man  to  man, 
where  the  brain  is  kindled  and  the  lips  suppled  by  downright  living 
interests  and  by  passion  in  its  very  throe.  Language  is  the  soil  of 
thought,  and  our  own  especially  is  a  rich  leaf-mould,  the  slow  deposit 
of  ages,  the  shed  foliage  of  feeling,  fancy,  and  imagination,  which 
has  suffered  an  earth-change,  that  the  vocal  forest,  as  Howell  called 
it,  may  clothe  itself  anew  with  living  green.  There  is  death  in  the 
dictionary;  and,  where  language  is  too  strictly  limited  by  convention, 
the  ground  for  expression  to  grow  in  is  limited  also;  and  we  get  a 
potted  literature,  Chinese  dwarfs  instead  of  healthy  trees. 

6.  But  what  makes  each  of  the  [cliche]  expressions  in  itself  so  sorry? 
Not  merely  the  fact  that  it  is  a  cold  potato,  a  stereotype  (any  word 
in  the  dictionary  enjoys  the  same  status),  but  the  further  fact  that 
the  expression  has  a  certain  special  character,  even  if  tame  and  drab. 
It  attempts  to  stand  up  and  make  a  little  joke,  and  the  joke  is  out 
of  place. 


Symbols 


Down  to  this  point,  we  have  been  concerned  primarily  with 
metaphors  whose  significance  in  context  depends  upon  the  situation 
which  they  are  called  upon  to  clarify.  A  metaphor  involving  a  rose, 
for  example,  may  serve  one  or  more  of  a  number  of  purposes.  It  may 
emphasize  the  idea  of  color:  “Her  cheek  like  the  rose  is,  but  fresher, 
I  ween.7’  It  may  emphasize  the  idea  of  odor: 


26a 


TONE 


What's  in  a  name?  That  which  we  call  a  rose 
By  any  other  name  would  smell  as  sweet. 

Or  it  may  emphasize  the  idea  of  softness: 

There  is  sweet  music  here  that  softer  falls 
Than  petals  from  blown  roses  on  the  grass. 

The  special  quality  of  the  rose  which  is  recalled  by  the  comparison 
depends  upon  what  quality  is  being  emphasized  by  the  context. 

But  now  consider  these  other  passages  in  which  the  rose  is 
mentioned: 


When  this,  our  rose,  is  faded, 

And  these,  our  days,  are  done. 
In  lands  profoundly  shaded 

From  tempest  and  from  sun; 
Ah,  once  more  come  together. 

Shall  we  forgive  the  past, 

And  safe  from  worldly  weather 
Possess  our  souls  at  last? 


Loveliest  of  lovely  things  are  they, 

On  earth,  that  soonest  pass  away. 

The  rose  that  lives  its  little  hour 
Is  prized  beyond  the  sculptured  flower. 

The  fairest  things  have  fleetest  end. 
Their  scent  survives  their  close: 
But  the  rose’s  scent  is  bitterness 
To  him  that  loved  the  rose. 


This  world  that  we’re  a-livin’  in 
Is  mighty  hard  to  beat; 

You  get  a  thorn  with  every  rose, 
But  ain’t  the  roses  sweet! 


Gather  ye  rosebuds  while  ye  may. 

Old  Time  is  still  a-flying. 

And  this  same  flower  that  smiles  today 
Tomorrow  will  be  dying. 

In  these  instances  the  rose  is  not  used  for  the  sake  of  specific  com¬ 
parison.  Instead,  it  “stands  for”  or  symbolizes  something:  namely, 
physical  beauty  (with  a  frequent  suggestion  of  impermanence).  Our 
response  to  the  mention  of  the  rose  is  determined  not  so  much  by 
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the  emotional  context  as  by  our  well-established  habit  of  thinking  of 
the  rose  as  a  symbol  of  beauty. 

Just  as  connotations  can  be  either  general  or  personal,  so,  in 
literary  use,  symbols  can  be  either  traditional  or  private.  We  all  have 
our  own  personal  collections  of  mental  objects  which  have  especially 
powerful  associations  for  us,  because  of  the  nature  of  our  individual 
experience;  and  many  writers  have  seized  upon  particular  objects  in 
their  own  experience  and  adopted  them  as  recurrent  symbols  of  some 
broad  idea  or  attitude.  Shakespeare,  for  instance,  seems  to  have  had 
a  particular  loathing  for  the  spectacle  of  dogs  (who  were  admitted  to 
dining  rooms  in  his  age)  begging  for  sweetmeats  to  be  dropped  from 
the  table,  and  then  licking  and  slavering  over  them.  Time  after  time 
in  his  plays  he  uses  this  repellent  image  to  symbolize  hypocritical 
flattery  and  subservience,  as  in  Hamlet's 


Why  should  the  poor  be  flatter’d? 

No,  let  the  candied  tongue  lick  absurd  pomp, 
And  crook  the  pregnant  hinges  of  the  knee 
Where  thrift  may  follow  fawning 

and  Antony’s 

The  hearts 

That  spaniel'd  me  at  heels,  to  whom  I  gave 
Their  wishes,  do  discandy,  melt  their  sweets 
On  blooming  Caesar. 


Blake,  Yeats,  and  numerous  other  poets  cannot  be  adequately  un¬ 
derstood  without  knowing  the  particular  significances  and  values  they 
personally  attached  to  certain  symbols.  This  fact  makes  reading  them 
more  difficult,  but,  in  the  long  run,  one  is  rewarded  by  the  extra 
richness  the  symbols  provide. 

Much  more  common  in  literature,  as  in  nonliterary  writing,  are 
symbols  whose  associative  meaning  is  shared  by  the  great  majority 
of  readers.  They  are  important  in  communication,  above  all  in  imag¬ 
inative  prose  and  poetry,  because  writers  often  allow  them  to  bear 
the  central  meaning  of  a  passage  rather  than  to  act  as  accessories  and 
commentaries,  as  is  the  case  with  other  metaphors.  Symbolism,  skill¬ 
fully  used,  is  far  more  effective  than  bald  literal  statement.  This  is 
true  for  two  reasons.  The  first  is  that  symbols,  like  other  kinds  of 
metaphor,  call  forth  an  emotional  reaction  by  way  of  sensuous  imag- 
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ery;  the  second  is  that,  because  most  symbols  have  figured  in  literature 
for  centuries,  they  are  surrounded  by  an  aura  of  literary  association 
which  evokes  in  the  well-read  man  or  woman  a  host  of  reminiscences 
of  passages  in  older  literature,  with  all  that  they  themselves  connote. 
The  use  of  a  river  as  a  symbol  of  the  eternal  flux  of  life,  of  the  ab¬ 
sence  of  anything  really  permanent  and  substantial  in  our  human 
existence,  goes  all  the  way  back  to  Plato  and  Heraclitus,  and  countless 
writers  of  prose  and  poetry  have  used  it  since.  One  who  reads  Mat¬ 
thew  Arnold's  “The  Future"  finds  in  Arnold's  extended  use  of  the 
symbol  echoes  of  a  hundred  other  men  who  have  set  down  the  same 
poignantly  melancholy  reflections  on  earthly  vanities.  Again,  the  sym¬ 
bolic  meaning  of  serpent  has  at  least  a  twofold  origin,  in  the  story  of 
the  Garden  of  Eden  and  in  the  classical  myth  of  Medusa,  who  had 
snakes  for  hair.  It  combines  two  tragic  ideas:  moral  transformation— 
the  fall  from  innocence  into  a  state  of  sin,  brought  about  by  deceit 
(Satan,  Adam,  and  Eve)— and  physical  transformation— of  a  living 
being  into  stone  (Medusa).  Which  aspect  of  the  symbol  is  empha¬ 
sized  depends  on  the  context  where  it  occurs;  or,  as  in  the  case  of 
the  section  from  Meredith's  Modern  Love  quoted  above  (Exercise  4, 
Part  6,  pp.  258-259),  each  may  contribute  equally  to  the  total  meaning. 

Some  symbols  have  more  than  one  significance.  Blood ,  for  exam¬ 
ple,  though  it  has  but  a  single  denotation  (“the  red  fluid  that  circu¬ 
lates  in  the  bodies  of  many  animals"),  has  a  whole  cluster  of  sym¬ 
bolic  references.  It  may  represent  the  essence  of  life  (“lifeblood"). 
The  medieval  physiological  theory  of  the  “humors"  is  responsible  for 
its  standing  for  one's  disposition  or  temperament  (“make  the  blood 
boil").  It  may  be  metaphorical  shorthand  for  family  descent  (“blood 
is  thicker  than  water"),  or  for  noble  lineage  (“blue  blood  in  one's 
veins");  or,  with  no  shred  of  scientific  authority,  it  may  be  used  to 
identify  race  or  nationality  (“he  has  Norwegian  blood").  Or  it  may 
symbolize  individual  murder  (“his  blood  is  on  your  hands")  or 
wholesale  slaughter  (“a  blood  bath").  And  the  list  is  still  not 
complete. 

It  is  impossible  to  read  imaginative  literature  with  full  under¬ 
standing  unless  we  keep  constantly  alert  for  these  pregnant  symbols, 
which  mean  much  more  than  they  seem  to  say  on  the  surface.  In 
a  simple  word  or  two,  they  sum  up  the  most  important  ideas  in  life. 
Here  is  a  small  sample  of  common  ones: 


gold 


moon 


star 


crossroads 
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The  symbol  of  wealth,  of  great  value,  of  material  (as  opposed 
to  spiritual)  possessions;  also  of  happiness,  hope,  youth.  (See 
Exercise  8,  Part  2,  p.  270.) 

Peace,  serenity,  chastity,  romantic  love;  also  (sometimes 
paradoxically),  inaccessibility,  loneliness,  changefulness: 

But  soft!  What  light  through  yonder  window  breaks? 

It  is  the  East,  and  Juliet  is  the  sun! 

Arise,  fair  sun,  and  kill  the  envious  moon, 

Who  is  already  sick  and  pale  with  grief 
That  thou  her  maid  art  far  more  fair  than  she. 

Be  not  her  maid,  since  she  is  envious. 

Her  vestal  livery  is  but  sick  and  green, 

And  none  but  fools  do  wear  it. 


O,  swear  not  by  the  moon,  th’inconstant  moon, 

That  monthly  changes  in  her  circled  orb, 

Lest  that  thy  love  prove  likewise  variable. 

Remoteness,  purity,  permanence.  (What  is  the  meaning 
implied  in  Shelley’s  line,  “The  desire  of  the  moth  for  the 
star”?) 


Bright  star,  would  I  were  steadfast  as  thou  art! 

Not  in  lone  splendor  hung  aloft  the  night, 

And  watching,  with  eternal  lids  apart, 

Like  Nature’s  patient,  sleepless  eremite, 

The  moving  waters  at  their  priestlike  task 
Of  pure  ablution  round  earth’s  human  shores, 

Or  gazing  on  the  new  soft-fallen  mask 
Of  snow  upon  the  mountains  and  the  moors: 

No — yet  still  steadfast,  still  unchangeable. 

Pillow’d  upon  my  fair  love’s  ripening  breast, 

To  feel  forever  its  soft  fall  and  swell, 

Awake  forever  in  a  sweet  unrest, 

Still,  still  to  hear  her  tender-taken  breath, 

And  so  live  ever — or  else  swoon  to  death. 

A  choice  between  two  or  more  courses  of  action — usually  a 
critical  decision. 

Two  roads  diverged  in  a  yellow  wood, 

And  sorry  I  could  not  travel  both 
And  be  one  traveler,  long  I  stood 
And  looked  down  one  as  far  as  I  could 
To  where  it  bent  in  the  undergrowth; 
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Then  took  the  other,  as  just  as  fair, 

And  having  perhaps  the  better  claim, 

Because  it  was  grassy  and  wanted  wear; 

Though  as  for  that  the  passing  there 
Had  worn  them  really  about  the  same, 

4C 

And  both  that  morning  equally  lay 
In  leaves  no  step  had  trodden  black. 

Oh,  I  kept  the  first  for  another  day! 

Yet  knowing  how  way  leads  on  to  way, 

I  doubted  if  I  should  ever  come  back. 

I  shall  be  telling  this  with  a  sigh 
Somewhere  ages  and  ages  hence: 

Two  roads  diverged  in  a  wood,  and  I — 

I  took  the  one  less  traveled  by, 

And  that  has  made  all  the  difference. 

ice  Coldness,  and  therefore  often  death.  Also  hardness,  and 

therefore  the  word  can  imply  a  personal  attitude. 

Some  say  the  world  will  end  in  fire, 

Some  say  in  ice. 

From  what  Tve  tasted  of  desire 
I  hold  with  those  who  favor  fire. 

But  if  it  had  to  perish  twice, 

I  think  I  know  enough  of  hate 
To  say  that  for  destruction  ice 
Is  also  great 
And  would  suffice. 

The  use  of  symbols  like  these  adds  much  to  the  emotional  tone 
of  any  piece  of  writing.  Sometimes  they  reinforce  an  impression  which 
is  produced  by  other  means.  At  other  times  they  are  used  for  ironic 
contrast,  as  when  a  novelist  who  has  just  described  a  sordid  occur¬ 
rence  in  the  Paris  slums  suddenly  shifts  the  reader’s  vision  to  the 
stars  shining  tranquilly  in  the  skies,  and  thus  intensifies,  by  contrast, 
the  evil  quality  of  what  he  has  just  been  talking  about. 

While  the  general  import  of  a  symbol  usually  is  fixed,  its  precise 
connotation  varies  with  the  tone  of  the  passage  in  which  it  occurs. 
Thus  symbolism  and  tone— the  part  and  the  whole— interact  one  upon 
the  other.  Take  for  example  three  abiuing  symbols  of  death— the 
words  sleep,  grave,  and  worm.  Each  word  implies  a  different  sort  of 
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attitude  toward  the  fact  of  death.  Sleep  is  almost  wholly  favorable  in 
its  attitude;  it  connotes  relief  from  physical  and  mental  pain,  welcome 
oblivion.  Grave  has  less  of  the  warmth,  the  comfort,  that  sleep  sug¬ 
gests.  It  implies,  above  all,  silence,  lack  of  motion,  coldness.  Worm 
is  the  least  pleasan,  f  the  symbols,  with  its  grisly  suggestion  of  the 
physical  disintegration  of  the  body  after  death. 

But  note  how,  in  the  following  passages,  the  precise  feeling  we 
are  expected  to  adopt  toward  death  is  determined,  not  alone  by  the 
selection  of  one  symbol  rather  than  another,  but  by  the  context* 
which  subtly  modifies  the  connotation  of  the  symbol: 

From  too  much  love  of  living, 

From  hope  and  fear  set  free, 

We  thank  with  brief  thanksgiving 
Whatever  gods  may  be 

That  no  life  lives  for  ever; 

That  dead  men  rise  up  never; 

That  even  the  weariest  river 
Winds  somewhere  safe  to  sea. 

Then  star  nor  sun  shall  waken, 

Nor  any  change  of  light: 

Nor  sound  of  waters  shaken, 

Nor  any  sound  or  sight: 

Nor  wintry  leaves  nor  vernal, 

Nor  days  nor  things  diurnal; 

Only  the  sleep  eternal 
In  an  eternal  night. 

Here  the  poet— Swinburne— plainly  regards  death  as  a  narcotic  sleep. 
It  is  welcomed,  not  because  it  promises  anything  positive,  but  because 
at  least  it  will  blot  out  all  the  disappointed  hopes,  the  frustrations 
and  uncertainties,  of  life.  The  meaning  of  sleep,  then,  is  colored  by 
the  lines  that  lead  up  to  it. 

Our  revels  now  are  ended.  These  our  actors, 

As  I  foretold  you,  were  all  spirits,  and 
Are  melted  into  air,  into  thin  air; 

And,  like  the  baseless  fabric  of  this  vision, 

The  cloud-capp’d  towers,  the  gorgeous  palaces, 

The  solemn  temples,  the  great  globe  itself, 

Yea,  all  which  it  inherit,  shall  dissolve 
And,  like  this  insubstantial  pageant  faded, 
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Leave  not  a  rack  behind.  We  are  such  stuff 
As  dreams  are  made  on,  and  our  little  life 
Is  rounded  with  a  sleep. 

To  Shakespeare,  in  these  lines,  the  sleep  of  death  promises  nothing 
more  than  it  promised  to  Swinburne;  but  death  is  viewed  not  as  a 
jelease  from  life,  but  as  a  natural  culmination  of  an  existence  which 
is  itself  unsubstantial  and  illusory.  The  meaning  of  sleep  in  the  last 
tine  is  compounded  of  the  meanings  of  many  words  that  preceded  it, 
all  to  the  same  effect— spirits,  melted ,  thin  air ,  baseless ,  vision ,  cloud - 
capp’d,  dissolve ,  insubstantial ,  faded,  rack  [cloud  fragment],  dreams. 
Death  and  life  are  two  parts  of  a  perfectly  harmonious  whole. 

To  die — to  sleep — 

No  more;  and  by  a  sleep  to  say  we  end 
The  heartache,  and  the  thousand  natural  shocks 
That  flesh  is  heir  to.  ’Tis  a  consummation 
Devoutly  to  be  wish’d.  To  die — to  sleep. 

To  sleep — perchance  to  dream:  ay,  there’s  the  rub! 

For  in  that  sleep  of  death  what  dreams  may  come 
When  we  have  shuffled  off  this  mortal  coil, 

Must  give  us  pause.  There’s  the  respect 
That  makes  calamity  of  so  long  life. 

Here  Shakespeare  uses  the  same  basic  idea  that  Swinburne  sets  forth. 
But  he  finds  in  the  symbol  of  sleep  elements  that  Swinburne  did  not 
consider.  Mention  of  dreams  as  a  part  of  sleep  in  effect  nullifies  the 
usual  meaning  of  the  symbol.  Compare  the  total  effect  of  this  pas¬ 
sage  with  the  preceding  one,  which  also  speaks  of  dreams.  What  is 
the  difference? 


EXERCISE  7 

Here  is  a  further  group  of  passages  in  which  the  idea  of  death  is 
represented  by  one  or  another  of  the  symbols  we  have  just  mentioned 
— sleep,  grave ,  and  worms.  By  weighing  the  emotional  tone  of  the 
whole  passage,  including  the  connotation  of  the  other  metaphors,  try 
to  decide  just  what  attitude  each  writer  wishes  us  to  adopt  toward 
death: 


SYMBOLS  *  26  Q 

1.  Is  not  short  pain  well  borne,  that  brings  long  ease, 

And  lays  the  soul  to  sleep  in  quiet  grave? 

Sleep  after  toil,  port  after  stormy  seas, 

Ease  after  war,  death  after  life  does  greatly  please. 

2.  I  must  go  down  to  the  seas  again  to  the  vagrant  gypsy  life, 

To  the  gull's  way  and  the  whale’s  way  where  the  wind’s  like  a 
whetted  knife; 

And  all  I  ask  is  a  merry  yarn  from  a  laughing  fellow-rover. 

And  quiet  sleep  and  a  sweet  dream  when  the  long  trick’s  over. 

3.  Wherever  literature  consoles  sorrow  or  assuages  pain;  wherever  it 
brings  gladness  to  eyes  which  fail  with  wakefulness  and  tears,  and 
ache  for  the  dark  house  and  the  long  sleep — there  is  exhibited  in  its 
noblest  form  the  immortal  influence  of  Athens. 

4.  Sleep  is  a  death;  oh  make  me  try, 

By  sleeping,  what  it  is  to  die, 

And  as  gently  lay  my  head 

On  my  grave,  as  now  my  bed. 

5.  Let’s  dry  our  eyes;  and  thus  far  hear  me,  Cromwell, 

And  when  I  am  forgotten,  as  I  shall  be, 

And  sleep  in  dull  cold  marble,  where  no  mention 
Of  me  more  must  be  heard  of,  say,  I  taught  thee. 

6.  Your  worm  is  your  only  emperor  for  diet.  We  fat  all  creatures  else 
to  fat  us,  and  we  fat  ourselves  for  maggots.  Your  fat  king  and  your 
lean  beggar  is  but  variable  service,  two  dishes,  but  to  one  table;  that’s 
the  end.  ...  A  man  may  fish  with  the  worm  that  hath  eat  of  a  king, 
and  eat  of  the  fish  that  hath  fed  of  that  worm.  .  .  .  [and  thus]  a  king 
may  go  a  progress  through  the  guts  of  a  beggar. 

7.  He’d  have  the  best,  and  that  was  none  too  good; 

No  barrier  could  hold,  before  his  terms. 

He  lies  below,  correct  in  cypress  wood. 

And  entertains  the  most  exclusive  worms. 

8.  The  place  and  the  object  [Rome  viewed  from  the  Capitoline  hill] 
gave  ample  scope  for  moralising  on  the  vicissitudes  of  fortune,  which 
spares  neither  man  nor  the  proudest  of  his  works,  which  buries  empires 
and  cities  in  a  common  grave;  and  it  was  agreed  that  in  proportion 
to  her  former  greatness  the  fall  of  Rome  was  the  more  awful  and 
deplorable. 

9.  Romeo  [to  Mercutio,  who  is  badly  wounded]: 

Courage,  man;  the  hurt  cannot  be  much. 

Mercutio:  No,  ’tis  not  so  deep  as  a  well,  nor  so  wide  as  a  church-door, 
but  ’tis  enough,  ’twill  serve.  Ask  for  me  tomorrow,  and  you  shall 
find  me  a  grave  man. 
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EXERCISE  8 

1.  What  is  the  usual  meaning  of  the  following  symbols?  (Some  may 
have  more  than  one  meaning.) 

sunrise,  noon,  twilight,  autumn,  seed,  tear,  tinsel,  harvest,  dust,  dew, 
sword,  snow,  eagle,  laurel,  crown,  crucifix,  tide,  wine,  poppy,  white, 
purple,  red,  green,  nightingale,  jackal,  lion,  bread,  sun 

2.  Write  an  essay  explaining  the  various  ways  in  which  the  symbols 
of  gold  and  twilight  (along  with  gray ,  silver,  and  so  forth)  add  emo¬ 
tional  depth  to  the  situation  in  Browning’s  poem ,  “Andrea  del 
Sarto.”  How  many  different  significances  does  “twilight”  have? 
In  line  26,  what  does  “serpentining  beauty ”  denote,  and  what 
does  it  symbolize? 


Allusions 

In  Chapter  One  we  said,  “Often  a  single  line  or  two  may  contain 
a  wealth  of  suggestiveness.  To  one  who  knows  the  story  of  the  fall 
of  Troy,  Marlowe's  lines 

Was  this  the  face  that  launched  a  thousand  ships, 

And  burnt  the  topless  towers  of  Ilium? 

contain  all  the  emotional  values  implicit  in  the  story  of  a  beautiful 
woman  for  whose  love  a  civilization  was  almost  destroyed/'  This  was 
an  anticipatory  example  of  another  important  source  of  tone:  the 
allusion,  which  is  a  reference  to  specific  places,  persons,  literary  pas¬ 
sages,  or  historical  events  that,  like  metaphorical  symbols,  have  come 
to  “stand  for"  a  certain  idea.  Every  writer  of  anything  more  compli¬ 
cated  than  a  comic  strip  relies  to  a  greater  or  less  extent  upon  the 
device  of  allusion.  The  degree  of  understanding  with  which  anyone 
reads  is  directly  proportional  to  the  readiness  with  which  he  recognizes 
allusions  when  he  encounters  them— and  recognizes  not  only  their 
bare,  literal  meaning,  but  also  their  connotation.  This  readiness  de¬ 
pends,  in  turn,  upon  the  fund  of  general  knowledge  he  has  at  his 
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command.  The  more  familiar  lie  is  with  history  and  literature,  the 
better  prepared  he  is  to  receive  the  full  message  which  the  writer 
intends  for  him.  The  only  way  to  cultivate  such  familiarity  is  to 
read  and  read  and  read— and  then  to  remember.  It  is  possible,  of 
course,  to  identify  some  allusions  by  going  to  books  of  reference,  like 
Brewer's  Readers  Handbook ,  the  same  compiler's  Dictionary  of 
Phrase  and  Fable ,  and  Benet’s  Reader  s  Encyclopedia.  But  only  a  few 
conscientious  souls  will  go  to  the  trouble  of  constantly  interrupting 
their  reading  to  look  things  up,  and  too  frequent  recourse  to  ref¬ 
erence  books  is  a  dismal  business  anyway.  The  only  genuinely  satis¬ 
factory  way  to  handle  allusions  is  to  be  prepared  for  them  when  they 
come— so  that  one  may  have  the  justifiable  pride  of  recognizing  the 
already  familiar. 

We  can  illustrate  the  importance  of  allusions  by  referring  to  an 
entertaining  essay  by  Wallace  Stegner,  called  “Turtle  at  Home," 
which  appeared  a  few  years  ago  in  a  national  magazine.  “Turtle  at 
Home"  is  an  intimate  report  of  the  life  of  a  turtle  named  Achilles, 
which  survived  innumerable  encounters  with  trucks  in  the  street  but 
was  crushed  (metaphorically,  not  literally)  by  the  irresistible  force 
of  Love  in  the  person  of  another  turtle.  Unless  we  know  who  the 
Achilles  of  Homeric  story  was  and  what  he  represents,  we  miss  the 
appropriateness  of  the  turtle's  name. 

In  the  essay  occurs  this  paragraph: 

But  strawberries  were  his  real  fleshpots.  They  left  him  giddy,  speeded 
up  his  reactions,  put  him  almost  in  a  frenzy  of  bliss.  I  shall  cherish 
to  my  last  hour  the  picture  of  Achilles  munching  large  Marshall 
strawberries  with  the  juice  running  down  his  rhythmic  jaws  and 
his  whole  face  beatific.  He  was  Greek,  he  was  Dionysiac,  he  was 
young  Keats  bursting  Joy’s  grape  against  his  palate  fine,  he  was  a 
Rabelaisian  monk  with  his  robe  tucked  up,  glutting  himself  with 
pagan  pleasures.  What  reflections  of  a  like  charm  could  one  get  from 
the  sight  of  a  dog  wolfing  his  carnivorous  meals,  or  a  cat  washing  her 
face  after  meat  with  a  fussy,  old-maid,  New  England  nasty-neatness? 

Here  is  a  whole  series  of  allusions,  and  the  humor  of  the  passage  is 
completely  lost  if  the  reader  cannot  interpret  them.  Remember  that 
Mr.  Stegner  is  describing  the  sinful  appetite  of  a  pet  turtle.  “His  real 
fleshpots":  the  dictionary  may  define  the  word,  but  it  may  not  recall 
the  historical  association— the  fleshpots  of  Egypt,  with  their  place  in 
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Biblical  story  ( Exodus  xvi:3).  "He  was  Greek,  he  was  Dionysiac”:  an 
allusion  to  the  festivals  of  ancient  Greece  in  which  the  physical 
senses,  particularly  those  connected  with  eating  and  drinking,  were 
indulged  to  a  point  of  frenzy.  "He  was  young  Keats  .  .  we  must 
recall  Keats’s  "Ode  on  Melancholy”: 

Ay,  in  the  very  temple  of  Delight 

Veil'd  Melancholy  has  her  sovran  shrine. 

Though  seen  of  none  save  him  whose  strenuous  tongue 
Can  burst  Joy’s  grape  against  his  palate  fine. 

"He  was  a  Rabelaisian  monk  .  .  .”:  an  allusion  to  Friar  John,  that 
celebrated  figure  in  Rabelais  who  took  a  healthy  delight  in  the  pleas¬ 
ures  of  the  flesh. 

Thus  we  have,  in  a  single  paragraph,  a  series  of  four  allusions, 
drawn  from  the  Old  Testament,  the  history  of  ancient  Greece,  early 
nineteenth-century  English  literature,  and  Renaissance  French  liter¬ 
ature:  all  of  them  connoting  indulgence  in  the  joys  of  the  table  and 
the  cup.  Mr.  Stegner  might  have  said,  in  sentences  devoid  of  meta¬ 
phor  and  allusion,  that  Achilles  went  wild  over  strawberries;  but  how 
much  more  vivid  is  this  allusive  paragraph— if  the  reader  fully  reacts 
to  the  allusions!  Each  symbol  (because  many  allusions  are  just  that) 
summons  up,  in  the  well-read  man’s  consciousness,  a  whole  complex 
of  associations.  He  remembers  the  story  that  lay  behind  the  fleshpots 
of  Egypt;  he  recalls  from  his  miscellaneous  reading  the  nature  of  the 
Dionysiac  revels;  he  knows  that  young  Keats  was  enamored  of  sensu¬ 
ous  pleasure;  he  sees  again  Rabelais’  robust  descriptions  of  the  far 
from  ascetic  monk.  In  effect,  therefore,  Achilles’  strawberry  debauch 
is  the  sum  of  all  the  palatal  orgies  in  human  history. 

But  all  this  of  a  turtle!  What  can  the  gargantuan  appetites  of 
a  pleasure-loving  monk  have  in  common  with  the  quantitatively 
minute  strawberry  consumption  of  a  turtle?  Nothing,  except  the 
gusto.  And  that  is  the  point.  Mr.  Stegner  has  carefully  chosen  his 
allusions  for  a  particular  purpose.  First,  they  translate  Achilles’  un¬ 
restrained  sensuality  into  a  series  of  human  equivalents,  and  thus 
induce  the  reader  to  regard  Achilles  in  human  terms.  Secondly,  the 
patent  exaggeration  and  incongruity  of  the  allusions  have  the  ulti¬ 
mate  effect  of  kindly  humor.  The  reader’s  attitude  toward  Achilles’ 
gormandizing  has  been  determined  by  the  connotative  quality  of  the 
allusions. 
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Probably  you  think  that  this  explanation  has  been  laborious;  ancT 
it  has.  But  the  very  fact  that  we  have  labored  in  trying  to  explain  the 
function  of  a  few  simple  allusions  in  a  contemporary  essay  has  its 
own  point,  which  is  that  allusions,  like  metaphors  and  symbols,  are 
not  meant  to  be  analyzed;  when  they  are  thus  examined,  much  of 
their  power  evaporates.  They  are  meant  to  be  apprehended  auto¬ 
matically.  The  truly  accomplished  reader,  when  he  encounters  such 
a  paragraph  as  we  have  quoted,  does  not  stop  to:  wonder  what  each' 
allusion  means;  his  acquaintance  with  literature  and  history  enables- 
him  spontaneously  to  react  as  the  writer  intends  him  to.  He  knows. 

There  are  three  major  sources  of  allusions,  together  with  lesser 
sources  which  are  as  numerous  as  the  fields  of  knowledge  themselves.. 
Those  three  major  sources  are  mythology,  literature  (including  the1 
Bible),  and  history. 

In  the  twentieth  century  it  is  hard  for  us  to  realize  how  impor¬ 
tant  a  part  mythology  played  in  the  imaginations  of  writers  and  read¬ 
ers  down  through  the  ages.  The  gods  and  goddesses  of  Olympus,  the* 
heroes  of  ancient  legend,  were  as  familiar  to  the  people  who  created 
the  literature  of  the  western  world  as  are  popular  movie  stars  to  us. 
Their  very  names— Juno,  Hercules,  Prometheus,  Vulcan,  Jupiter — 
had  the  power  to  evoke  rich  emotions  which  sprang  from  recollection 
of  the  wondrous  stories  in  which  these  figures  had  their  being.  Unless 
you  can  somehow  re-create  for  yourself  the  emotional  experience  a 
mythological  reference  brought  to  readers  in  earlier  generations,  your 
reading  of  noncontemporary  literature  will  lack  much  of  the  pleasure 
and  understanding  it  would  otherwise  possess.  One  practical  way  to 
learn  more  about  mythology  is  to  go  to  a  focus  point  of  a  great  many 
of  the  myths  and  legends  we  have  received  from  ancient  Greece  and’ 
Rome— the  poems  of  Ovid,  of  which  there  are  many  translations. 
Another  way  is  to  browse  in  such  collections  as  Edith  Hamilton’s 
Mythology.  And  in  any  event,  you  should  read  widely  in  English 
poetry;  if  you  do,  the  individual  attributes  of  the  mythological  figures, 
and  the  stories  in  which  they  occur,  will  gradually  become  familiar 
to  you. 

The  main  reason  why  modern  men  and  women  know  so  little 
about  mythology  is  that  few  of  them  ever  have,  or  take,  the  oppor¬ 
tunity  to  read  classical  (i.e.,  Latin  and  Greek)  literature,  in  which 
these  myths  are  embodied.  But  even  apart  from  its  connection  with 
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mythology,  a  little  knowledge  of  classical  literature  can  be  of  tre¬ 
mendous  help  in  equipping  you  to  understand  allusions  even  in 
everyday  reading.  The  Iliad  and  the  Odyssey  of  Homer,  for  instance, 
are  full  of  episodes  and  personages  that  are  frequently  referred  to  in 
ordinary  journalism,  to  say  nothing  of  the  permanent  monuments  of 
our  literature.  If  we  read  of  a  certain  political  figure  who  is  "sulking 
in  his  tent”  because  he  has  not  got  what  he  wanted,  the  meaning  is 
far  clearer  if  we  recall  the  episode  of  Achilles  (the  fighter,  not  the 
turtle)  sulking  in  his  tent  because  he  had  captured  in  battle  a  beau¬ 
tiful  girl  whom  his  general,  Agamemnon,  would  not  let  him  keep. 
Or  if  someone’s  prophecies  of  doom  have  earned  him  the  name  of  a 
Cassandra,  it  means  much  to  know  just  who  Cassandra  was— and  to 
do  that  we  must  know  something  of  Greek  tragedy.  (What  is  the 
difference  in  implied  attitude  between  "Cassandra”  and  "Jeremiah”?) 

Naturally,  allusions  to  our  own  English  and  American  literature 
are  more  frequently  encountered  nowadays  than  classical  allusions. 
Not  the  least  of  the  purposes  of  a  college  course  in  literature  is  to 
show  how  a  knowledge  of  older  writing  is  essential  to  a  full  com¬ 
prehension  of  present-day  writing.  Mr.  Stegner,  in  the  essay  about 
the  turtle,  speaks  of  Achilles,  after  "he”  has  been  discovered  to  be 
a  "she,”  as  "that  Rosalind  in  boy’s  clothing.”  He  expects  his  reader 
to  recognize  the  allusion  to  the  disguised  heroine  of  As  You  Like  It, 
and  to  enjoy  the  implied  incongruity.  And  he  concludes  his  essay  with 
the  simple  statement,  "Amor  vincit  omnia.”  One  misses  much  if  he 
does  not  recollect  the  fact— humorous  in  itself— that  this  motto  was 
also  inscribed  on  a  brooch  worn  by  the  Prioress  in  Chaucer’s  Canter¬ 
bury  Tales. 

In  such  a  way,  literary  allusions  help  influence  the  precise  effect 
of  any  piece  of  writing.  In  the  case  of  references  to  characters  in 
literature,  we  must  know  just  what  part  they  play  in  the  poem  or 
-drama  or  novel  in  which  they  appear,  and  how  their  creator  wished 
his  readers  to  regard  them  in  the  first  place.  We  then  transfer  this 
attitude  to  the  new  situation.  If  a  man  is  called  "a  veritable  Micaw- 
ber,”  we  are  expected  to  react  toward  him  as  we  react  toward  Dickens’ 
magniloquent,  genial,  shiftless  Micawber  himself:  our  attitude  is 
expected  to  be  a  mixture  of  annoyance  and  amused  tolerance.  If,  in 
his  description  of  a  woman,  a  writer  refers  to  Becky  Sharp  or  to  Scar¬ 
lett  O’Hara,  we  know  we  are  to  look  upon  her  as  a  selfish,  willful 
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woman.  Instances  could  be  multiplied  almost  indefinitely.  We  often 
run  across  references  to  Mr.  So-and-so's  "Man  Friday."  The  allusion, 
of  course,  is  to  the  friend  and  servant  of  Robinson  Crusoe,  and  origi¬ 
nally  it  connoted  only  helpfulness  and  devotion.  Today,  however, 
the  implication  has  changed,  and  "Man  Friday"  has  something  of  a 
derogatory  tone;  it  suggests  not  only  man-of-all-work  but  also  someone 
akin  to  a  stooge. 

Quotations  embedded  in  the  text  are  a  type  of  allusion.  The 
pleasure  and  profit  of  our  reading  are  increased  when  we  recognize 
such  stray  phrases  and  recall  their  full  meaning  in  their  original  con¬ 
text.  In  his  classic  description  of  a  prize  fight,  William  Hazlitt  uses 
both  simple  allusion  and  direct  quotation  to  good  purpose  to  empha¬ 
size  the  attitude  which  he  maintains  throughout  the  essay— that  this 
is  no  ordinary  fight,  but  a  battle  of  supermen  worthy  of  Homeric  epic. 
And  so  he  draws  into  his  narrative  echoes  both  of  Homer  and  of 
Milton,  whose  Paradise  Lost  is  partially  modeled  upon  Homer. 

He  [Tom  Hickman,  the  “Gas-man”]  strutted  about  more  than 
became  a  hero,  sucked  oranges  with  a  supercilious  air,  and  threw 
away  the  skin  with  a  toss  of  his  head,  and  went  up  and  looked  at 
Neate,  which  was  an  act  of  supererogation.  The  only  sensible  thing 
he  did  was,  as  he  strode  away  from  the  modern  Ajax,  to  fling  out  his 
arms,  as  if  he  wanted  to  try  whether  they  would  do  their  work  that 
day.  But  this  time  they  had  stripped,  and  presented  a  strong  contrast 
in  appearance.  If  Neate  was  like  Ajax,  “with  Atlantean  shoulders, 
fit  to  bear”  [Paradise  Lost ,  n,  306]  the  pugilistic  reputation  of  all 
Bristol,  Hickman  might  be  compared  to  Diomed,  light,  vigorous, 
elastic,  and  his  back  glistened  in  the  sun,  as  he  moved  about,  like  a 
panther’s  hide. 

And  then  Hazlitt  gives  a  wonderful  blow-by-blow  account  of  the  epic 
encounter,  which  continued  until 

The  Gas-man  went  down,  and  there  was  another  shout — a  roar  of 
triumph  as  the  waves  of  fortune  rolled  tumultuously  from  side  to 
side.  This  was  a  settler.  Hickman  got  up,  and  “grinned  horrible  a 
ghastly  smile,”  [Paradise  Lost ,  n,  846]  .  .  . 

But  although  “all  one  side  of  his  face  was  perfect  scarlet,  and  his 
right  eye  was  closed  in  dingy  blackness,"  the  bout  went  on. 

The  wonder  was  the  half-minute  time.  If  there  had  been  a  minute 
or  more  allowed  between  each  round,  it  would  have  been  intelligible 
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how  they  should  by  degrees  recover  strength  and  resolution;  but  to 
see  two  men  smashed  to  the  ground,  smeared  with  gore,  stunned, 
senseless,  the  breath  beaten  out  of  their  bodies;  and  then,  before 
you  recover  from  the  shock,  to  see  them  rise  up  with  new  strength 
and  courage,  stand  ready  to  inflict  or  receive  mortal  offence,  and 
rush  upon  each  other  ‘dike  two  clouds  over  the  Caspian”  [Paradise 
Lost,  ii,  714-16] — this  is  the  most  astonishing  thing  of  all: — this  is 
the  high  and  heroic  state  of  man! 

"This  is  the  high  and  heroic  state  of  man”:  and  the  quotations  from 
Paradise  Lost  admirably  underscore  that  theme.  A  reader  of  Hazlitt 
who  remembers  his  Milton  will  transfer  to  his  witnessing  of  the  great 
fight  the  same  feelings  of  awe  with  which  he  watched  the  titanic  en¬ 
counter  between  Satan  and  Death  at  the  gates  of  hell.  Which  is  ex¬ 
actly  what  Hazlitt  intended. 

The  third  major  source  from  which  writers  draw  their  allusions 
is  history.  When  the  WPA  sponsored  low-priced  theatrical  perform¬ 
ances  in  the  middle  1930s,  critics  of  the  New  Deal  referred  caustically 
to  "bread  and  the  circus.”  They  did  so  because  they  believed  that 
most  of  their  readers  would  recognize  the  allusion  to  the  device  by 
which  the  Roman  emperors  tried  to  keep  their  rebellious  subjects' 
minds  off  their  woes.  The  use  of  free  food  and  free  entertainment  as 
a  sop  to  popular  discontent  was  a  symptom  of  the  decline  of  Roman 
power;  it  was  followed  in  time  by  the  complete  collapse  of  Roman 
civilization— and  the  anti-New  Dealers  trusted  that  people  would 
complete  the  analogy.  That  is  one  of  the  uses  of  historical  allusions— 
to  suggest  a  parallel  (however  incorrect  it  may  be)  between  a  current 
situation  and  a  historical  one  (Munich,  Pearl  Harbor,  Yalta),  for  the 
sake  of  proving  a  point. 

But  even  when  it  is  not  a  question  of  argument,  historical  allu¬ 
sions  often  have  powerful  connotations  to  those  who  understand 
them.  A  whole  library  of  romantic  stories— or,  to  be  more  prosaic,  a 
whole  year's  college  course  in  history — is  summed  up  in  Stephen 
Vincent  Benet's  lines,  at  the  beginning  of  John  Browns  Body ,  which 
refer  to  the  motley  crowd  who  founded  America: 

Stepchild  of  every  exile  from  content 
And  all  the  disavouched,  hard-bitten  pack 
Shipped  overseas  to  steal  a  continent 
With  neither  shirts  nor  honor  to  their  back. 
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Pimping  grandee  and  rump-faced  regicide, 

Apple-cheeked  younkers  from  a  windmill-square, 

Puritans  stubborn  as  the  nails  of  Pride, 

Rakes  from  Versailles  and  thieves  from  County  Clare, 

The  black-robed  priests  who  broke  their  hearts  in  vain 
To  make  you  God  and  France  or  God  and  Spain.* 

We  shall  not  stop  to  discuss  the  main  allusions,  which  should  be 
obvious  to  every  high-school  graduate;  but  we  should  call  attention 
to  one  or  two  points  overlooked  by  all  except  the  most  alert  readers. 
Assuming  that  you  know  who  the  regicides  were  among  America's 
founders,  what  about  "rump-faced"?  In  addition  to  the  visual  image 
the  epithet  suggests,  there  is  also  a  punning  allusion  to  the  Rump 
Parliament  which  figures  prominently  in  the  history  of  the  English 
civil  war;  and  in  "the  nails  of  Pride"  there  is  an  allusion  to  the  leader 
of  the  coup  which  resulted  in  the  Rump  Parliament. 


EXERCISE  Q 

I .  What  are  the  meaning  and  effect  of  the  mythological  allusions  in 

the  following  quotations ? 

(a)  So  excellent  a  king;  that  was,  to  this, 

Hyperion  to  a  satyr;  so  loving  to  my  mother 
That  he  might  not  beteem  the  winds  of  heaven 
Visit  her  face  too  roughly  .  .  . 

Frailty,  thy  name  is  woman! — 

A  little  month,  or  e'er  those  shoes  were  old 
With  which  she  followed  my  poor  father's  body, 

Like  Niobe,  all  tears — why  she,  even  she — 

O  God!  a  beast,  that  wants  discourse  of  reason, 

Would  have  mourned  longer — married  with  mine  uncle, 

My  father's  brother,  but  no  more  like  my  father 
Than  I  to  Hercules  .  .  . 

(b)  The  world  is  too  much  with  us;  late  and  soon, 

Getting  and  spending,  we  lay  waste  our  powers: 

Little  we  see  in  Nature  that  is  ours; 

*  From  John  Brown's  Body ,  published  by  Rinehart  &  Co.,  Inc.  Copyright, 
1927,  1928,  by  Stephen  Vincent  Bcnet. 
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We  have  given  our  hearts  away,  a  sordid  boon! 

The  Sea  that  bares  her  bosom  to  the  moon; 

The  winds  that  will  be  howling  at  all  hours, 

And  are  up-gathered  now  like  sleeping  flowers; 

For  this,  for  everything,  we  are  out  of  tune; 

It  moves  us  not. — Great  God!  Fd  rather  be 

A  Pagan  suckled  in  a  creed  outworn; 

So  might  I,  standing  on  this  pleasant  lea. 

Have  glimpses  that  would  make  me  less  forlorn; 

Have  sight  of  Proteus  rising  from  the  sea; 

Or  hear  Old  Triton  blow  his  wreathed  horn. 

2.  What  is  the  symbolic  or  connotative  meaning  of  the  following 
names  which  are  taken  from  mythology  or  ancient  literature? 

Narcissus,  Arcadia,  Aphrodite,  Nestor,  Pan,  Tantalus,  Maecenas, 
Phoebus  Apollo,  the  Lotus  Eaters,  Penelope,  Mercury,  Academe, 
Lethe,  Cerberus,  Atalanta,  Elysium,  Hydra,  Diana,  Cloud-cuckoo-land 

EXERCISE  lO 

Explain  the  allusions  in  the  following  samples  of  present-day 

conversation  and  writing. 

1.  The  passages  in  which  he  spoke  of  the  relationship  between  Miriam 
and  her  lover,  Major  Betts,  were  innocuous  indeed  according  to 
modern  standards,  but  in  their  time  they  were  outspoken  enough 
to  draw  down  the  outrage  of  Mrs.  Grundy.  Once  more  the  reviewers 
betrayed  their  finicky  concern  lest  a  blush  sully  the  cheek  of  Mr. 
Podsnap’s  “young  person." 

2.  The  loud  insistence  on  the  part  of  some  congressmen  and  military 
leaders  that  America  will  be  safe  if  only  she  stockpiles  enough  nuclear 
weapons  points  to  the  existence  of  a  dangerous  Maginot  Line  men¬ 
tality  in  the  country  at  large. 

3.  Today's  poets  don’t  dwell  in  ivory  towers  or  live  on  Parnassus; 
instead,  most  of  them  dwell  in  split  levels  and  live  on  college  and 
university  payrolls. 

4.  After  the  wholesale  raids  over  the  weekend  by  city  and  state  law 
enforcement  agencies,  aided  by  the  FBI  and  military  police  from 
nearby  installations,  local  authorities  expressed  shock.  'The  goings- 
on  they  uncovered,"  said  the  district  attorney,  “make  Sodom  and 
Gomorrah  pale  in  comparison." 

5.  A  new  broom  sweeps  clean,  they  say,  and  as  vice-president  of  that 
outfit  he’ll  have  plenty  of  sweeping  to  do.  It’ll  be  like  cleaning  out 
the  Augean  stables. 
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6.  The  ideal  educational  situation  is  that  in  which  there  is  the  greatest 
possible  personal  contact  between  teacher  and  student — the  old  no¬ 
tion  of  Mark  Hopkins  on  a  log. 

7.  I  met  my  Waterloo  when  I  walked  into  that  final  exam  without 
being  even  half  ready. 

8.  The  career  of  Edgar  J.  Peterson,  newly  elected  president  of  the  Allied 
Electronic  Industries,  Inc.,  is  a  real-life  Horatio  Alger  saga. 

9.  Many  historians  regard  the  Norris-Laguardia  Act  of  1933  as  the 
Magna  Charta  of  American  labor. 

10.  She  got  him  into  a  corner  and  poured  out  her  long  tale  of  woe;  like 
the  Wedding  Guest,  he  could  not  choose  but  hear. 

EXERCISE  11 

Suppose  you  encounter  each  of  the  following  words  or  phrases 
in  a  contemporary  magazine  article  or  hook.  What  is  the  original 
source  of  the  allusion ?  In  what  sort  of  modern  context  would  it  be 
found?  What  sort  of  event  or  person  or  situation  might  be  described? 
What  attitude  (if  any)  is  implied?  (For  example:  An  allusion  to  the 
lion  and  the  lamb  lying  down  together  [but  see  Isaiah,  xi:  6]  might 
today  be  found  in  a  discussion  of  the  reconciliation  of  two  hostile 
factions  of  a  political  party.)  Don’t  hesitate  to  use  reference  books. 

1.  Damon  and  Pythias;  Mammon;  a  dove  and  an  olive  branch;  the 
mantle  of  Elijah;  Nimrod;  sow  the  wind  and  reap  the  whirlwind;  the 
handwriting  on  the  wall;  kill  the  fatted  calf;  the  road  to  Damascus;  a 
Judas. 

2.  Olympian  detachment;  Oedipus  complex;  rise  phoenixlike  from  the 
ashes;  Socratic  dialogue;  sailing  between  Scylla  and  Charybdis;  sowing 
the  dragon's  teeth;  Trojan  horse;  Pyrrhic  victory:  Procrustes’  bed;  a 
stoic  attitude. 

3.  A  plague  on  both  your  houses;  Lilliputian;  a  Portia;  a  Pollyanna 
attitude;  Machiavellian  policy;  a  Walter  Mitty;  a  modern  Mrs.  Mala- 
prop;  a  word  used  in  a  Pickwickian  sense;  a  Babbitt;  tilting  at  wind¬ 
mills;  Big  Brother. 

4.  A  Casanova;  Bedlam;  a  mugwump;  scorched  earth  policy;  crossing 
the  Rubicon;  a  modern  Dreyfus;  a  Beau  Brummell;  the  iron  hand  in 
the  velvet  glove;  a  second  Elizabethan  age. 

If  your  instructor  so  directs ,  embody  a  selected  number  of  these 
phrases  in  sentences  of  your  own  construction ,  to  show  how  allusions 
of  this  kind  are  at  home  in  normal  everyday  discourse.  Note  the  mod¬ 
els  provided  in  the  preceding  exercise. 
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It  is  impossible,  in  a  book  of  this  scope,  to  acquaint  you  with 
all  the  ways  in  which  writers  communicate  their  attitudes  to  their 
readers  and  thus  influence  the  readers'  own  attitudes.  One  cannot 
become  a  truly  intelligent  reader  simply  by  remembering  a  few  rules 
and  principles;  rather,  one  reaches  reading  maturity  only  through 
long  and  well-directed  practice.  In  the  rest  of  this  chapter  we  shall 
suggest  the  general  direction  of  that  practice  by  selecting  for  discus¬ 
sion  and  illustration  a  few  more  common  means  by  which  tone  is 
determined.  But  remember  that  these  in  no  way  exhaust  the  list;  a 
whole  book  the  size  of  this  one  would  be  inadequate  for  that  task. 


Deviations  from  “Normal”  Style 

First,  what  about  that  particular  type  of  writing  which  almost 
every  college  student  condemns  as  "flowery"?  It  presents  so  frequent 
a  stumbling  block  to  the  immature,  and  is  so  intimately  associated 
with  the  question  of  tone,  that  we  should  devote  some  space  to  it. 

Precisely  what  flowery  means,  the  average  student  cannot  tell, 
any  more  than  a  certain  immortal  writer  could  specify  why  he  did 
not  like  Dr.  Fell.  But  patient  cross-examination  often  will  reveal  that 
writing  is  regarded  as  "flowery"  when  it  is  overdecorated,  contains 
many  figures  of  speech  and  other  rhetorical  devices,  and,  perhaps 
most  important  of  all,  is  characterized  by  language  peculiar  to  older 
(i.e.,  pre- twentieth-century)  poetry.  The  question  is,  What  is  the 
reader  to  make  of  such  writing? 

Tastes  and  fashions  in  writing  change  from  generation  to  genera¬ 
tion.  What  once  was  thought  to  be  "fine  writing,"  today  seems  un¬ 
bearably  stiff  and  artificial,  mannered  and  self-conscious.  The  writer 
is  too  obviously  playing  tricks  with  language;  as  in  this  typical  late 
nineteenth-century  "purple  passage"  he  makes  far  too  lavish  use  of 
his  palette  of  words: 

The  full  moon  was  partly  hidden  by  heavy  clouds,  but  the  northern 
sky  held  delicate  green  and  pale-blue  light,  and  the  moon  poured 
oblique  rays  upon  the  river  and  the  woods.  Then  the  clouds  sailed 
slowly  away,  and  their  edges  were  tinct  with  pearl  and  opal.  Spaces 
of  crystalline  azure,  seas  of  glass,  swam  between  them,  full-filled 
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with  moonlight  and  trembling  with  scattered  stars — stars  scarcely 
seen  in  that  pellucid  radiance — stars  palpitating,  throbbing  out 
breathless  melodies.  At  length  the  moon  emerged,  naked  and  round, 
glorious,  midway  above  the  bridge,  suspended  in  luminous  twilight. 
The  cliff  shone  like  marble  in  her  plenilunar  splendour.  But  again  the 
clouds  gathered.  A  vulture’s  head  shot  forward  and  swallowed  the 
moon’s  silver  sphere.  Again  she  triumphed,  and  this  time  the  clouds 
dispersed  in  gauze  and  filmy  veils  of  faintest  shell-like  hues.  Finally, 
Queen  Luna  reigned  in  undisputed  majesty. 

Most  modern  readers  reject  such  writing  as  tasteless  literary  exhibi¬ 
tionism.  On  the  other  hand,  the  relatively  undecorated  style  in  fash¬ 
ion  among  most  contemporary  writers  who  address  themselves  to  a 
fairly  wide  audience  would  undoubtedly  have  been  called  “low”  and 
“vulgar”  by  people  in  some  other  ages.  In  every  epoch  there  is  a 
norm  of  literary  diction  just  as  there  is  of  sentence  length.  When 
you  read  certain  Elizabethan  poems,  for  example,  or  De  Quincey’s 
elaborate  flights  of  prose,  or  some  of  Tennyson’s  verse,  it  is  completely 
unfair  to  dismiss  such  masterpieces  as  flowery,  simply  because  they 
do  not  conform  to  our  contemporary  standards  of  diction.  To  under¬ 
stand  exactly  what  sort  of  effects  their  writers  were  striving  for,  you 
should  learn  what  criteria  of  style  prevailed  when  these  pieces  were 
written.  You  must,  in  a  word,  put  yourself  in  the  place  of  the  audi¬ 
ence  for  which  each  work  was  originally  composed.  If,  by  thoughtful 
study  of  books  about  literature  and  of  representative  poetry  and  prose 
from  various  epochs,  you  begin  to  understand  that  different  ages  have 
different  literary  fashions,  you  will  see  that  a  wholesale  condemnation 
of  unfamiliar  styles  of  writing  is  unjust. 

But  what  about  modern  writing  that  has  the  same  florid 
manner?  To  discover  what  the  writer  means  by  thus  deviating  from 
the  present-day  norm  of  diction,  consider  all  that  we  have  already 
said  about  the  function  of  words  in  setting  the  tone  of  writing,  and 
recall  also,  from  Chapter  Four,  the  function  of  rhythm.  Here  is  a 
sample  of  writing  that  is  both  contemporary  and  high-sounding: 

Isolt  the  abandoned  one,  fair  princess  of  Brittany,  stands  forlorn 
on  her  native  strand.  Her  wide  eyes  linger  long  on  the  empty  horizon 
of  the  gray  North  Sea,  where  last  she  has  seen  her  beloved  Tristan, 
dropping  over  the  rim  of  the  world  and  out  of  sight. 

The  good  King  Howel,  fond  father  of  Isolt,  stands  silent  on 
the  headland,  watching.  His  great  heart  swells  with  compassion,  and 
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as  he  turns  away  to  his  castle,  he  knows  that  he  will  never  forget  this 
poignant  picture  of  her  loneliness.  It  has  been  etched  indelibly  in 
his  memory. 

And  yet,  as  the  years  unfurl,  he  remembers  much  more  than 
her  dejection.  In  his  mind's  eye  he  sees  her  standing  there,  with 
white  birds  circling  in  the  sunlight  overhead.  He  sees  the  majestic 
roll  of  the  waves  on  the  eternal  sea.  He  sees  the  fleecy  clouds  drifting 
aloft  in  the  blue,  and  the  blossoming  heather  blowing  in  the  wind. 
And  so  the  magnificence  of  Nature  surrounding  the  lonely  Isolt 
tempered  the  melancholy  of  his  memory  with  a  glow  of  enduring 
beauty. 

Plainly  the  author  of  those  paragraphs  wishes  to  stir  his  reader’s  emo¬ 
tions.  In  attempting  to  do  so,  he  has  pulled  out  all  the  stops:  he  has 
used  connotative  words  galore,  and  he  has  manipulated  the  sentence 
rhythms  to  try  to  induce  the  contemplative  feelings  that  are  associated 
with  poetry.  Perhaps  the  trick  succeeds  with  the  untutored  reader; 
but  what  about  your  own  reactions?  Probably  you  have  marveled  at 
the  lavish  array  of  cliches  spread  out  before  you:  cliches  which  are 
intended  to  make  you  respond  in  a  certain  way,  but  to  which  you,  as 
a  critical  reader,  refuse  to  respond.  Remembering  what  we  said  in 
Chapter  Two  about  the  implications  of  cliche  language,  you  will  not 
be  surprised  to  discover  that  this  effusion  was  written  for  a  mundane 
purpose: 

Such  is  the  comfort,  the  blessing,  the  benediction,  that  beauty 
bestows  on  memory.  The  provision  of  such  beauty  has  ever  been  the 

goal  of  our  earnest  endeavors  at  G - Funeral  Homes.  To  invest 

a  beauty  of  memoiy  in  our  every  deed,  sparing  no  conceivable  effort 
in  providing  services  of  immaculate  refinement,  always  has  been 
our  ideal. 

In  that  example  the  writer  plainly  wanted  to  achieve  a  serious 
tone.  His  purpose  was  to  hypnotize  his  uncritical  reader  into  believing 
in  the  superiority  of  his  employer’s  mortuary  arrangements.  And  that 
is  one  frequent  present-day  use  (or  abuse)  of  the  deliberately  “poetic” 
tone,  against  which  it  is  not  at  all  hard  to  be  fortified. 

The  use  of  language  that  is  inappropriately  elevated  and  “poetic” 
is  one  aspect  of  the  general  topic  of  incongruity;  another  is  the  use 
of  language  that  is  too  colloquial  or  too  prosaic  for  the  subject  and 
occasion.  A  funeral  sermon,  for  instance,  should  not  be  ornate; 
it  is  most  effective  when  its  language  is  simple,  unpretentious,  and 
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above  all  not  trite.  But  on  the  other  hand,  it  should  not  contain  slang 
or  other  language  which  suggests  distinctly  different  occasions.  We 
saw  in  Chapter  Four  that  a  humorous  effect  (anticlimax)  is  produced 
when  a  writer  seems  to  be  building  up  to  a  serious  or  even  solemn 
climax,  usually  by  enumerating  items  of  growing  importance,  and 
then  finishes  the  series  with,  instead  of  a  mountain,  a  mouse.  Anti¬ 
climax  (or,  if  it  is  unintentional,  bathos)  also  occurs  when  an  un¬ 
expected  and  inappropriate  shift  occurs  in  the  tone  of  a  passage.  In 
his  poem  "Myrrh/'  on  the  anguish  of  his  parting  from  his  wife,  Min¬ 
nie,  Joaquin  Miller  undoubtedly  wished,  from  beginning  to  end,  to 
communicate  the  sincere  intensity  of  his  feelings;  yet  the  final  couplet, 
by  an  unlucky  choice  of  phrase,  evokes  only  laughter: 

And  you  and  I  have  buried  Love, 

A  red  seal  on  the  coffin’s  lid; 

The  clerk  below,  the  court  above, 

Pronounce  it  dead:  the  corpse  is  hid 
And  I  who  never  cross’d  your  will 
Consent  .  .  .  that  you  may  have  it  still. 

Farewell!  a  sad  word  easy  said 
And  easy  sung,  I  think,  by  some  .  .  . 

...  I  clutch’d  my  hands,  I  turned  my  head 
In  my  endeavour  and  was  dumb; 

And  when  I  should  have  said,  Farewell, 

I  only  murmured,  "This  is  hell!” 

In  five  of  the  following  six  lines,  Tennyson  sustains  an  even,  elevated 
poetic  tone,  and  in  the  sixth  line  ruins  it  by  lapsing  into  the  flat 
diction  and  accents  of  commonplace  speech: 

Morning  arises  stormy  and  pale, 

No  sun,  but  a  wannish  glare 
In  fold  upon  fold  of  hueless  cloud, 

And  the  budded  peaks  of  the  wood  are  bow’d 
Caught  and  cuff’d  by  the  gale: 

I  had  fancied  it  would  be  fair. 

The  contemporary  American  writer  H.  L.  Mencken  was  a  past 
master  of  the  use  of  both  kinds  of  incongruities— the  pretentious  and 
the  colloquial— for  comic  effect.  Flis  three  volumes  of  autobiography 
(Happy  Days,  Newspaper  Days,  and  Heathen  Days)  can  teach  the 
observant  reader  more  about  the  entertainment  values  inherent  in 
expert  word-handling  than  can  volumes  of  commentary: 
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Today  the  fear  of  cops  seems  to  have  departed  teetotally  from 
American  boys,  at  least  on  the  level  of  the  bourgeoisie.  I  have  seen 
innocents  of  eight  or  nine  go  up  to  one  boldly,  and  speak  to  him  as 
if  he  were  anyone  else.  Some  time  ago  the  uplifters  in  Baltimore 
actually  organized  a  school  for  Boy  Scouts  with  cops  as  teachers,  and 
it  did  a  big  trade  until  the  cops  themselves  revolted.  What  hap¬ 
pened  was  that  those  told  off  to  instruct  the  Scouts  in  the  rules  of 
traffic,  first  aid,  the  operation  of  fire-alarm  boxes,  etiquette  toward 
the  aged  and  blind,  the  elements  of  criminal  law  and  other  such 
branches  got  so  much  kidding  from  their  fellows  that  they  were 
covered  with  shame,  and  in  the  end  the  police  commissioner  let  out 
the  academy  sine  die,  and  restored  the  faculty  to  more  he  duties. 


Irony 

Mencken’s  staple  device  of  dead-pan  humor  brings  us  nat¬ 
urally  to  another  element  of  tone— one  which  causes  more  trouble  to 
the  immature  reader  than  any  other.  That  element  is  irony,  which  is 
an  affirmation  of  what  one  does  not  believe.*  Irony  differs  from  hy¬ 
pocrisy  in  that  the  user  of  irony  expects  his  reader  to  see  beneath  his 
surface  pretensions,  and  to  recognize  that,  while  he  does  not  wish  to 
be  taken  at  face  value  on  one— the  surface— level,  he  is  in  dead  earnest 
on  another.  The  essence  of  irony  is  the  implied  contrast  between 
what  is  and  what,  in  a  more  nearly  perfect  world,  might  be;  and  the 
effect  of  irony,  similarly,  lies  in  the  striking  disparity  between  the 
writer’s  apparent  attitude— that  is,  his  seeming  seriousness,  or  his  pre¬ 
tended  lack  of  seriousness— and  what  he  really  means.  When  an 
author  adopts  an  ironical  manner,  he  is  commenting  upon  the 
shortcomings  of  life,  the  weaknesses  of  mankind,  or,  sometimes,  the 
frailties  of  individual  beings.  The  ironist  often  is  said  to  be  a  dis¬ 
appointed  idealist,  who  laughs  only  to  keep  from  crying  or  com¬ 
mitting  suicide.  His  disillusionment  may  be  only  temporary  and  may 

*  In  the  following  discussion  we  are  concerned  only  with  verbal  irony.  The 
term  irony  is  also  applied  to  ( 1 )  a  situation  or  turn  of  events  that  is  the  opposite 
of  what  is  expected  or  fitting  (“an  ironic  twist  of  fate”)  and  (2)  to  a  device 
in  fiction  and  the  drama  in  which  the  reader  or  spectator  knows  more  about  the 
true  situation  than  do  the  characters,  whose  unawareness  of  the  real  state  of  affairs 
gives  their  actions  and  utterances  extra  (“ironical”)  meaning.  These  are  called, 
respectively,  irony  of  situation  and  dramatic  irony. 
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spring  from  a  trivial  cause;  it  may,  on  the  other  hand,  be  almost 
cosmic  in  its  scope  and  represent  a  sweeping  rejection  of  the  whole 
of  life  and  all  of  mankind.  Thus  irony  has  a  wide  variety  of  tones 
and  shadings,  running  the  gamut  from  unmitigated,  pathological 
bitterness  to  mere  gay  amusement. 

The  peculiar  effect  of  irony  on  the  reader  comes  from  the  pose 
the  writer  adopts.  On  the  surface,  he  may  seem  detached,  objective, 
neutral.  He  apparently  has  no  emotional  involvement;  he  stands  apart 
from  his  subject  and  dryly,  reasonably  comments  on  it.  Sometimes 
the  reader  is  shocked  by  this  very  lack  of  feeling— until  he  realizes 
that  beneath  the  impassive  mask  lies  passionate  concern.  Or  the  ironist 
may  seem  to  be  genuinely  concerned,  anxious  to  do  good;  but  his 
announced  goals  are  not  his  actual  ones.  In  either  instance,  the  fact 
that  the  writer  chooses  to  express  his  viewpoint  with  consistent  in¬ 
directness,  almost  as  if  by  a  mirror  image,  suggests  that  he  feels  so 
deeply  about  what  he  says  that  he  cannot  fully  communicate  by  the 
more  conventional  mode  of  direct  statement.  By  putting  the  reader 
to  a  bit  of  extra  work  (applying  a  mirror  of  his  own  to  correct  the 
reversed  image)  the  ironist  hopes  to  intensify  the  impact  of  his 
message. 

The  most  famous  example  of  sustained  irony  in  English  litera¬ 
ture  is  “A  Modest  Proposal”  by  Jonathan  Swift,  which  you  should 
read.  In  it,  Swift  describes  the  economic  and  social  advantages  that 
would  accrue  to  the  Irish  if  they  would  use  a  new  supply  of  food— 
namely,  their  own  children.  With  all  the  sobriety  and  objectivity  of  a 
professional  economist,  he  enumerates  the  benefits  of  such  a  practice 
—the  increased  income  to  prolific  parents,  the  lessened  demands  on 
public  charity,  the  introduction  of  a  succulent  table  dish,  and  so  on— 
and  he  deftly  meets  all  objections  that  could  be  raised  to  the  scheme. 
Horrified  by  this  cold-blooded  advocacy  of  cannibalism,  the  reader  is 
forced  finally  to  conclude  that  Swift  could  not  possibly  mean  what  he 
says,  that  he  is  only  joking.  Only  then  does  the  reader  realize  that 
Swift,  far  from  joking,  is  writing  in  the  bitterest  vein  of  irony;  that 
“A  Modest  Proposal”  is  really  a  statement  of  the  terrible  poverty 
which  existed  in  eighteenth-century  Ireland;  and  that  at  every  point 
Swift  is  denouncing  the  political  and  economic  practices  which  re¬ 
sulted  in  the  plight  of  his  countrymen. 

Arthur  Hugh  Clough's  “The  Latest  Decalogue”  (what  does  the 
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title  mean?)  offers  a  very  simple  example  of  irony.  Remember  that 
an  ironist  is  a  man  who  writes  with  his  tongue  in  his  cheek: 

Thou  shalt  have  one  God  only;  who 
Would  be  at  the  expense  of  two? 

No  graven  images  may  be 
Worshipped,  except  the  currency: 

Swear  not  at  all;  for,  for  thy  curse 
Thine  enemy  is  none  the  worse: 

At  church  on  Sunday  to  attend 

Will  serve  to  keep  the  world  thy  friend: 

Honour  thy  parents;  that  is,  all 
From  whom  advancement  may  befall; 

Thou  shalt  not  kill;  but  need’st  not  strive 
Officiously  to  keep  alive: 

Do  not  adultery  commit; 

Advantage  rarely  comes  of  it: 

Thou  shalt  not  steal;  an  empty  feat, 

When  it’s  so  lucrative  to  cheat: 

Bear  not  false  witness;  let  the  lie 
Have  time  on  its  own  wings  to  fly: 

Thou  shalt  not  covet,  but  tradition 
Approves  all  forms  of  competition. 

In  this  sardonic  poem,  Clough  expresses  some  very  profound  social 
criticism.  If  you  can  explain,  on  the  basis  of  these  lines,  how  he  feels 
about  the  morality  of  his  age,  you  have  made  a  long  step  toward 
understanding  how  irony  functions. 


EXERCISE  12 

How  does  the  diction  of  each  of  the  following  passages  deviate 
from  the  norm  of  present-day  diction ?  How  does  that  difference 
affect  the  readers  attitude  toward  what  is  said ? 

1.  All  the  world  loves  a  lover  and  when  that  lover  loves  the  loveliest 
the  loveliest  spot  on  earth  produceth,  the  world  is  circumscribed 
to  local  environment,  and  a  status  of  affairs  exists  exuding  exuberant 
joyfulness  to  the  point  of  exquisiteness.  Tilghman’s  Island  reveled  in 
the  throes  of  such  conditions,  Wednesday  evening  of  last  week,  when 
Miss  Ida  Howeth,  daughter  of  Capt.  and  Mrs.  Charles  J.  Howeth, 
became  the  bride  of  Rev.  Thomas  C.  Jones,  of  Oklahoma,  at  the 
M.  E.  Church  South,  at  Fairbanks. 
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The  joyousness  was  as  universal  as  it  was  intense;  for  she  who 
was  about  to  cross  the  threshold  of  wedlock,  had  by  her  kindness  of 
heart,  amiability  and  utter  unselfishness  endeared  herself  to  all,  from 
the  toddling  child,  to  those  whose  whitened  hairs  told  the  story  of 
time's  ravages. 

Naught  was  omitted  to  make  the  occasion  the  event  of  the  years 
and  success  crowned  effort.  As  the  mellifluous  notes  fell  from  the  lips 
of  the  wedding  bells  and  mingled  with  the  zephyrs  of  night,  the  little 
church  even  seemed  to  grasp  the  spirit  of  the  hour  and  stood  glorious 
in  its  diminutive  dignity.  As  the  inspiring  strains  of  Mendelssohn's 
wedding  march  sprang  from  the  artistic  finger-touch  of  Miss  Helen 
May,  the  very  flowers  became  transmogrified  and  perfume  leaped  from 
the  rose  bloom  decorations  and  fanned  the  cheeks  of  Tilghman's 
gathered  beauty.  The  waves  of  the  bay  danced  with  delight  as  they 
mingled  with  those  of  the  Choptank — clapped  their  hands  and  were 
glad.  That  Miss  Ida  was  the  idol  of  the  island  was  made  manifest. 
Verity,  there,  had  drawn  aside  the  curtain  of  doubt  and  pinned  it  with 
the  star  certitude. 

2.  Has  it  been  duly  marked  by  historians  that  the  late  William  Jennings 
Bryan's  last  secular  act  on  this  globe  of  sin  was  to  catch  flies?  A  curious 
detail,  and  not  without  its  sardonic  overtones.  He  was  the  most  sedu¬ 
lous  fly-catcher  in  American  history,  and  in  many  ways  the  most  suc¬ 
cessful.  His  quarry,  of  course,  was  not  Musca  domestica  but  Homo 
nea ndeitalensis.  For  forty  years  he  tracked  it  with  coo  and  bellow,  up 
and  down  the  rustic  backways  of  the  Republic.  Wherever  the  flam¬ 
beaux  of  Chautauqua  smoked  and  guttered,  and  the  bilge  of  Idealism 
ran  in  the  veins,  and  Baptist  pastors  dammed  the  brooks  with  the 
sanctified,  and  men  gathered  who  were  weary  and  heavy  laden,  and 
their  wives  who  were  full  of  Peruna  and  as  fecund  as  the  shad  ( Alosa 
sapidissima) — there  the  indefatigable  Jennings  set  up  his  traps  and 
spread  his  bait.  He  knew  every  country  town  in  the  South  and  West, 
and  he  could  crowd  the  most  remote  of  them  to  suffocation  by  simply 
winding  his  horn.  The  city  proletariat,  transiently  flustered  by  him 
in  1896,  quickly  penetrated  his  buncombe  and  would  have  no  more 
of  him;  the  cockney  gallery  jeered  him  at  every  Democratic  conven¬ 
tion  for  twenty-five  years.  But  out  where  the  grass  grows  high,  and 
the  horned  cattle  dream  away  the  lazy  afternoons,  and  men  still  fear 
the  powers  and  principalities  of  the  air — out  there  between  the  corn- 
rows  he  held  his  own  puissance  to  the  end.  There  was  no  need  of 
beaters  to  drive  in  his  game.  The  news  that  he  was  coming  was  enough. 
For  miles  the  flivver  dust  would  choke  the  roads.  And  when  he  rose 
at  the  end  of  the  day  to  discharge  his  Message  there  would  be  such 
breathless  attention,  such  a  rapt  and  enchanted  ecstasy,  such  a  sweet 
rustle  of  amens  as  the  world  had  not  known  since  Johann  fell  to 
Herod's  sardonic  ax. 
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EXERCISE  13 

How  much  irony  is  there  in  each  of  the  following  selections? 

How  does  what  the  writer  says  differ  from  what  he  really  means? 

1.  [From  an  article  by  an  astronomer,  addressed  chiefly  to  scientists 
and  entitled  "The  Principles  of  Poor  Writing”]  Write  hurriedly, 
preferably  when  tired.  Have  no  plan;  write  down  items  as  they  occur 
to  you.  The  article  will  thus  be  spontaneous  and  poor.  Hand  in  your 
manuscript  the  moment  it  is  finished.  Rereading  a  few  days  later  might 
lead  to  revision — which  seldom,  if  ever,  makes  the  writing  worse.  If 
you  submit  your  manuscript  to  colleagues  (a  bad  practice),  pay  no 
attention  to  their  criticisms  or  comments.  Later  resist  firmly  any  edi¬ 
torial  suggestions.  Be  strong  and  infallible;  don’t  let  anyone  break 
down  your  personality.  The  critic  may  be  trying  to  help  you  or  he 
may  have  an  ulterior  motive,  but  the  chance  of  his  causing  improve¬ 
ment  in  your  writing  is  so  great  that  you  must  be  on  guard. 

2.  If  you  can’t  prove  what  you  want  to  prove,  demonstrate  something 
else  and  pretend  that  they  are  the  same  thing.  In  the  daze  that  follows 
the  collision  of  statistics  with  the  human  mind,  hardly  anybody  will 
notice  the  difference.  The  semiattached  figure  is  a  device  guaranteed 
to  stand  you  in  good  stead.  It  always  has. 

You  can’t  prove  that  your  nostrum  cures  colds,  but  you  can 
publish  (in  large  type)  a  sworn  laboratory  report  that  half  an  ounce 
of  the  stuff  killed  31,108  germs  in  a  test  tube  in  eleven  seconds. 
While  you  are  about  it,  make  sure  that  the  laboratory  is  reputable  or 
has  an  impressive  name.  Reproduce  the  report  in  full.  Photograph  a 
doctor-type  model  in  white  clothes  and  put  his  picture  alongside. 

But  don’t  mention  the  several  gimmicks  in  your  story.  It  is  not 
up  to  you — is  it? — to  point  out  that  an  antiseptic  that  works  well 
in  a  test  tube  may  not  perform  in  the  human  throat,  especially  after 
it  has  been  diluted  according  to  instructions  to  keep  it  from  burning 
throat  tissue.  Don’t  confuse  the  issue  by  telling  what  kind  of  germ 
you  killed.  Who  knows  what  germ  causes  colds,  particularly  since  it 
probably  isn’t  a  germ  at  all? 

In  fact,  there  is  no  known  connection  between  assorted  germs 
in  a  test  tube  and  the  whatever-it-is  that  produces  colds,  but  people 
aren’t  going  to  reason  that  sharply,  especially  while  sniffling. 

3.  [From  a  pamphlet  entitled  "An  Argument  to  Prove  that  the  Abolish¬ 
ing  of  Christianity  in  England  May,  as  Things  Now  Stand,  Be  At¬ 
tended  with  Some  Inconveniences,  and  Perhaps  Not  Produce  Those 
Many  Good  Effects  Proposed  Thereby.”]  Another  advantage  proposed 
by  the  abolishing  of  Christianity  is  the  clear  gain  of  one  day  in  seven, 
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which  is  now  entirely  lost,  and  consequently  the  kingdom  one  seventh 
less  considerable  in  trade,  business,  and  pleasure;  beside  the  loss  to 
the  public  of  so  many  stately  structures,  now  in  the  hands  of  the 
clergy,  which  might  be  converted  into  playhouses,  markethouses, 
exchanges,  common  dormitories,  and  other  public  edifices. 

I  hope  I  shall  be  forgiven  a  hard  word,  if  I  call  this  a  perfect 
cavil.  I  readily  own  there  has  been  an  old  custom,  time  out  of  mind, 
for  people  to  assemble  in  the  churches  every  Sunday,  and  that  shops 
are  still  frequently  shut,  in  order,  as  it  is  conceived,  to  preserve  the 
memory  of  that  ancient  practice;  but  how  this  can  prove  a  hindrance 
to  business  or  pleasure,  is  hard  to  imagine.  What  if  the  men  of  pleas¬ 
ure  are  forced,  one  day  in  the  week,  to  game  at  home  instead  of  the 
chocolate-houses?  are  not  the  taverns  and  coffee-houses  open?  Can 
there  be  a  more  convenient  season  for  taking  a  dose  of  physic?  Is  not 
that  the  chief  day  for  traders  to  sum  up  the  accounts  of  the  week, 
and  for  lawyers  to  prepare  their  briefs?  But  I  would  fain  know  how 
it  can  be  pretended  that  the  churches  are  misapplied?  Where  are 
more  appointments  and  rendezvouses  of  gallantry?  Where  more  care 
to  appear  in  the  foremost  box,  with  greater  advantage  of  dress?  where 
more  meetings  for  business?  where  more  bargains  driven  of  all  sorts? 
and  where  so  many  conveniences  or  enticements  to  sleep? 

4.  THE  UNKNOWN  CITIZEN* 

(To  JS/07/M/378  This  Marble  Monument  Is  Erected  by  the  State) 

He  was  found  by  the  Bureau  of  Statistics  to  be 
One  against  whom  there  was  no  official  complaint, 

And  all  the  reports  on  his  conduct  agree 

That,  in  the  modern  sense  of  an  old-fashioned  word,  he  was  a  saint, 
For  in  everything  he  did  he  served  the  Greater  Community. 

Except  for  the  War  till  the  day  he  retired 
He  worked  in  a  factory  and  never  got  fired. 

But  satisfied  his  employers,  Fudge  Motors  Inc. 

Yet  he  wasn’t  a  scab  or  odd  in  his  views, 

For  his  Union  reports  that  he  paid  his  dues, 

(Our  report  on  his  Union  shows  it  was  sound) 

And  our  Social  Psychology  workers  found 

That  he  was  popular  with  his  mates  and  liked  a  drink. 

The  Press  are  convinced  that  he  bought  a  paper  every  day 

And  that  his  reactions  to  advertisements  were  normal  in  every  way. 

Policies  taken  out  in  his  name  prove  that  he  was  fully  insured, 

And  his  Health-card  shows  he  was  once  in  hospital  but  left  it  cured. 
Both  Producers  Research  and  High-Grade  Living  declare 

*  Copyright  1940  by  W.  H.  Auden.  Reprinted  from  Collected  Poetry  of 
W.  H.  Auden  by  permission  of  Random  House,  Inc. 
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He  was  fully  sensible  to  the  advantages  of  the  Instalment  Plan 
And  had  everything  necessary  to  the  Modern  Man, 

A  phonograph,  a  radio,  a  car  and  a  frigidaire. 

Our  researchers  into  Public  Opinion  are  content 
That  he  held  the  proper  opinions  for  the  time  of  year; 

When  there  was  peace,  he  was  for  peace;  when  there  was  war,  he  went. 
He  was  married  and  added  five  children  to  the  population, 

Which  our  Eugenist  says  was  the  right  number  for  a  parent  of  his 
generation, 

And  our  teachers  report  that  he  never  interfered  with  their  education. 
Was  he  free?  Was  he  happy?  The  question  is  absurd: 

Had  anything  been  wrong,  we  should  certainly  have  heard. 

EXERCISE  14 

Try  your  hand  at  writing  a  paragraph  in  an  ironical  vein ,  on  the 
model  of  Parts  1 ,  2,  and  3  in  the  preceding  exercise.  First ,  write  what 
you  have  to  say  directly.  Then ,  as  deftly  as  you  can ,  convert  the 
forthright  message  into  an  ironic  statement.  Suggested  topics: 

A  letter  to  the  campus  newspaper,  on  certain  dormitory  or  frater¬ 
nity/sorority  regulations,  or  on  student-faculty  relationships,  or  on 
the  dismal  record  of  one  of  the  athletic  teams. 

How  to  get  better  grades  in  a  certain  course. 

How  to  prepare  for  college  (or  for  a  career). 

How  to  make  friends  while  traveling. 

Hollywood's  secret  formula  for  making  better  movies. 

The  cost  of  foreign  aid,  and  what  we  should  do  about  it. 

College  men  (or  college  girls)  are  human  beings. 

Television  is  so  educational. 

Conservation  of  our  natural  resources  is  a  waste  of  money. 

Who  wants  to  read  critically? 


Sentimentality 

So  much  for  one  or  two  of  the  ways  in  which  humor,  conscious 
or  unconscious,  is  related  to  the  tone  of  writing.  Now  we  turn  to  the 
subject  of  sentimentality,  which,  in  its  extreme  manifestations,  can 
also  be  funny. 
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Many  situations  in  life  are  always  fraught  with  emotion,  no  mat¬ 
ter  who  participates  in,  or  observes,  them :  innocent  childhood  viewed 
by  an  adult,  young  love,  betrayal,  married  happiness,  unfulfilled  am¬ 
bition,  the  conflict  between  ideals  and  circumstances,  pathetic  acci¬ 
dents,  poverty,  old  age,  death.  They  are  the  situations  that  form  the 
basic  material  of  literature;  they  include,  indeed,  most  of  the  impor¬ 
tant  things  in  life.  Everybody  wants  to  write  about  them,  but  since 
they  have  been  written  about  over  and  over,  from  the  very  beginning 
of  civilization,  comparatively  few  people  have  anything  new  to  say 
concerning  them.  Those  who  rework  the  old  themes  without  adding 
fresh  perspective  often  take  refuge  in  sentimentality. 

Sentimentality  can  be  defined  as  shallow  and  exaggerated  emo¬ 
tion.  Taking  an  emotional  symbol  or  situation— home,  mother,  death 
of  a  pauper,  return  of  a  wanderer— the  sentimentalist,  perhaps  from 
the  sincerest  of  motives,  extorts  more  feeling  from  it  than  a  reasonable 
person  would  find  there,  and  dwells  upon  it  longer  and  more  in¬ 
sistently  than  he  should. 

Furthermore,  the  sentimentalist,  lacking  fresh  ideas,  depends 
heavily  upon  the  cliche  in  all  its  forms— upon  the  tried-and-true 
devices  by  which  too  many  preceding  writers  have  stirred  their  readers' 
feelings.  But  those  images  and  phrases  are  now  emotionally  dehy¬ 
drated;  they  have  been  used  so  often  that  they  have  lost  their  power 
to  affect.  And  so  the  effect  of  sentimentality,  to  the  reader  who  has 
a  sense  of  proportion,  is  the  opposite  of  what  is  intended.  Depending 
upon  the  precise  quality  of  the  passage,  the  reader  is  either  exasperated 
or  amused.  But  he  is  not  touched. 

We  can  illustrate  the  nature  of  sentimentality  by  quoting  two 
accounts  dealing  with  the  same  material  but  differing  radically  in 
point  of  view.  Not  long  ago  a  social  worker,  after  visiting  a  ‘‘case"  in 
a  large  eastern  city,  wrote  a  report  from  which  the  following  excerpts 
are  made,  all  proper  names  having  been  changed.  The  tone,  whatever 
else  it  may  be,  is  not  sentimental: 

The  unfinished  frame  summer-kitchen  addition  to  the  dilapidated 
farmhouse  Mrs.  Denby  occupies  on  the  outskirts  of  Birchdale  is  a 
mute  reminder  of  the  ambition  Mr.  Denby  had  entertained  to  re¬ 
model  the  property  and  make  it  more  habitable:  an  ambition  inter¬ 
rupted  last  autumn  by  his  fatal  three-month  illness.  He  left  his 
family  in  quite  sorry  straits.  There  are  five  children,  the  youngest 
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only  fourteen  months  old.  They  must  live  on  their  Mothers’  Assist¬ 
ance  Fund  grant  of  $55  a  month.  Mrs.  Denby,  a  no  more  than  mod¬ 
erately  intelligent  woman,  mingles  a  somewhat  vulgar  streak  with 
strong  Baptist  religiosity.  Her  house  is  kept  clean,  but,  with  the 
exception  of  a  shining  new  electric  refrigerator  in  one  corner  of  the 
kitchen,  it  is  poorly  furnished. 

One  of  Mrs.  Denby ’s  elder  sons  was  badly  burnt  in  an  accident 
some  years  ago  and  missed  a  year  and  a  half  of  school.  His  sister, 
Elizabeth,  is  now  living  with  Mr.  Denby’s  relatives  nearby,  an  ar¬ 
rangement  which  Mrs.  Denby  is  willing  to  tolerate  at  least  tempo¬ 
rarily,  although  she  has  no  truck  with  her  numerous  “in-laws.” 

Mr.  Denby,  the  oldest  of  fifteen  children,  left  school  to  go  to 
work.  He  held  various  jobs,  but  none  for  long.  He  was  constantly 
chasing  the  will  o’  the  wisp  of  “more  money,”  and  as  a  result  got 
nowhere.  He  was  a  notoriously  poor  provider,  Mrs.  Denby  says,  but 
despite  this  shortcoming  her  life  with  him  was  serene. 

Their  son  George  is  said  by  his  teachers  to  be  retarded  in  his 
school  work.  He  has  not  yet  had  an  intelligence  test,  but  his  native 
ability  seems  possibly  lower  than  average.  He  will  have  some  diffi¬ 
culty  in  keeping  up  with  his  age-group. 

Soon  after  the  social  worker’s  visit,  the  Denby  house  burned  down, 
and  one  of  the  city  newspapers  ran  the  following  story: 

WIDOW  SOBS  AS  FLAMES  DESTROY  ALL 

A  38-year-old  widow,  mother  of  five  children,  poked  aimlessly 
through  the  fire-blackened  ruins  of  her  little  home  at  Center  Road 
and  Delaney  Street  yesterday  and  wept  bitter  tears  of  utter  hope¬ 
lessness. 

“What  are  we  to  do?”  Mrs.  Hannah  S.  Denby  sobbed.  “The  fire 
took  everything  except  the  clothes  on  our  backs.  It  even  burned  my 
picture  of  my  husband  .  .  .  and  he  died  only  six  months  ago.” 

And  for  Mrs.  Denby,  the  loss  of  that  picture  seemed  even  harder 
to  bear  than  the  destruction  of  all  but  a  few  pieces  of  their  furniture 
in  the  blaze  which  broke  out  Sunday  afternoon  shortly  after  the 
family  had  returned  from  church. 

For  her  tow-headed,  five-year-old  daughter,  Beth,  the  fire  had 
meant  another  heart-rending  loss,  for  her  only  doll  and  her  doll 
coach  were  consumed  by  the  flames. 

And  for  17-year-old  Frank,  now  the  man  of  the  family,  for  11- 
year-old  James  and  seven-year-old  George,  the  fire  meant  the  end 
of  the  happiness  they  had  just  started  to  recapture  in  family  life 
since  the  death  of  their  father. 

Only  16-month-old  Robert  was  unaware  of  the  feeling  of  family 
tragedy.  He  cooed  gaily  in  his  mother’s  arms. 
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For  the  time  being  the  widow  and  her  children  have  found  a 
home  with  her  sister.  “But  she  is  very  ill/'  Mrs.  Denby  said,  “and 
it  is  hardly  fair  for  us  to  stay  there.  I  wish  I  knew  what  we  could 
do,  where  we  could  turn.  Perhaps  the  good  Lord  will  find  a 
way.  .  . 

Compare  the  two  accounts,  and  you  will  have  a  good  notion  of  the 
elements  of  sentimentality:  the  selection  of  detail  to  maintain  a  cer¬ 
tain  impression,  whether  wholly  or  partly  false;  the  use  of  cliche 
symbols  (for  example,  the  little  girl  and  the  burned  doll  coach);  and 
the  trite  language  itself  (“bitter  tears  of  utter  hopelessness”) .  Do  you 
think  the  writer  of  the  newspaper  account  was  sincerely  moved  by 
the  Denbys’  plight? 

What  is  sentimental  to  one  person  may  not  be  sentimental  to 
another;  it  all  depends  upon  how  fine  a  sense  of  fitness  the  reader  has. 
A  reader  who  is  ready  to  respond  to  any  appeal  to  emotion,  merely 
because  it  has  something  to  do  with  babyhood  or  the  first  stirrings  of 
pure  young  love,  will  not  discriminate  between  the  sentimental  and 
the  genuinely  emotional.  To  him  it  is  the  subject  that  counts,  not 
the  treatment  or  the  motives  behind  the  treatment.  But  a  more  ma¬ 
ture  reader  will  instinctively  reject  an  appeal  which  applies  a  pressure 
pump  to  his  tear  ducts.  What  do  you  think  of  this  poem  on  a  little 
boy  who  hoped  he  could  rise  from  his  sick  bed  to  see  the  early  prim¬ 
rose  bloom  but  who  died  on  the  very  day  it  did  so? 

I  wonder  if  he  saw  it, 

Saw  the  flower  open, 

Went  to  pay  the  visit 
Yonder  after  all! 

I  know  we  laid  the  flower 
On  a  stilly  bosom 
Of  an  ivory  image; 

But  I  want  to  know 
If  indeed  he  wandered 
In  the  little  garden, 

Or  noted  on  the  bosom 
Of  his  fading  form 
The  paly  primrose  open; 

How  I  want  to  know! 

Do  not  think  for  a  moment  that  we  mean  to  depreciate  the 
expression  of  emotion  in  literature.  In  the  present  day,  people  in 
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general,  and  perhaps  college  students  especially,  tend  to  cultivate 
what  they  consider  to  be  tough-mindedness — a  blase,  even  cynical 
attitude  which  implies  that  all  indulgence  in  emotion  or  sentiment 
is  soft  and  shameful.  But  if  we  did  not  experience,  as  well  as  ac¬ 
knowledge,  emotion,  we  would  not  be  human.  Without  emotion, 
life  would  be  unspeakably  sterile,  and  the  arts,  including  literature, 
could  not  exist.  Our  point  simply  is  that  there  is  a  great  difference 
between  sentiment  and  sentimentality.  In  reading,  as  in  living,  we 
must  distinguish  between  the  two.  Writing  that  expresses  sentiment 
in  hackneyed  and  excessive  terms  is  far  inferior  to  writing  that 
expresses  that  same  sentiment  with  dignity  and  restraint. 


Restraint 

If  there  is  one  point  which  we  have  emphasized,  over  and  over 
again,  it  is  this:  The  real  meaning  of  writing  that  matters  most  is  not 
found  on  the  surface,  in  the  actual,  literal  significance  of  the  words. 
It  hovers  beneath  the  surface,  in  the  delicate  shadings  of  connotation 
and  rhythm,  in  the  precise  effect  of  metaphor  and  symbol  and  allu¬ 
sion.  Sometimes  that  surface  is  so  highly  decorated,  so  full  of  a  certain 
kind  of  meaning,  that  we  are  content  with  its  own  delights,  and 
neglect  to  pierce  beneath  it  to  the  deeper  undercurrents.  But  often 
(and  this  is  what  we  mean  by  restraint)  writers  leave  the  surface 
comparatively  bare;  the  meaning  on  that  level  is  plain  and  simple. 
The  untrained  reader  in  all  probability  will  consider  this  to  be  the 
only  meaning.  But  underneath  that  simple  exterior  of  restraint  there 
lies  a  rich  hidden  treasure  of  suggestion  and  implication,  which  the 
mature  reader  will  appreciate  the  more  because  it  has  not  been  pub¬ 
licly  advertised.  It  is  his  reward  for  being  a  perceptive  and  sensitive 
reader. 

The  best  place  to  try  out  your  ability  to  read  deeply— to  get  out 
of  a  passage  everything  that  the  author  packed  into  it  for  you— is  a 
poem  that  describes  a  situation  or  a  state  of  mind:  not  a  narrative 
poem,  in  which  things  happen,  but  a  poem  in  which  someone  is  seen 
before  or  after  events,  or  without  reference  to  events.  If  no  events  are 
described,  then  you  are  confronted  with  the  problem  of  telling  what 
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the  poem  is  “about.”  Almost  any  good  lyric  poem  can  test  your 
reading  faculty.  Some  of  Browning  s  shorter  dramatic  monologues 
also  are  admirable  for  this  purpose:  “Soliloquy  of  the  Spanish  Clois¬ 
ter,”  “My  Last  Duchess,”  “Fra  Lippo  Lippi,”  and  “The  Labora¬ 
tory.”  And  so  too  are  A.  E.  Housman’s  poems,  one  of  which  we  select 
for  illustration. 

On  moonlit  heath  and  lonesome  bank 
The  sheep  beside  me  graze; 

And  yon  the  gallows  used  to  clank 
Fast  by  the  four  cross  ways. 


A  careless  shepherd  once  would  keep  5 

The  flocks  by  moonlight  there, 

And  high  amongst  the  glimmering  sheep 
The  dead  man  stood  on  air. 


They  hang  us  now  in  Shrewsbury  jail; 

The  whistles  blow  forlorn,  10 

And  trains  all  night  groan  on  the  rail 
To  men  that  die  at  morn. 


There  sleeps  in  Shrewsbury  jail  to-night, 

Or  wakes,  as  may  betide, 

A  better  lad,  if  things  went  right,  1 5 

Than  most  that  sleep  outside. 

And  naked  to  the  hangman’s  noose 
The  morning  clocks  will  ring 
A  neck  God  made  for  other  use 

Than  strangling  in  a  string.  20 


And  sharp  the  link  of  life  will  snap, 
And  dead  on  air  will  stand 
Heels  that  held  up  as  straight  a  chap 
As  treads  upon  the  land. 


So  here  I’ll  watch  the  night  and  wait  25 

To  see  the  morning  shine, 

When  he  will  hear  the  stroke  of  eight 
And  not  the  stroke  of  nine; 
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And  wish  my  friend  as  sound  a  sleep 
As  lads'  I  did  not  know, 

That  shepherded  the  moonlit  sheep 
A  hundred  years  ago.* 

To  begin  with,  the  reader  must  take  full  advantage  of  whatever  small 
hints  the  poet  offers  outside  the  poem  itself.  In  this  case,  Housman 
appended  a  note  to  the  poem,  saying  simply,  “Hanging  in  chains  was 
called  keeping  sheep  by  moonlight/'  This  brief  sentence  really  sums 
up  the  irony,  or  bitter  contrast,  which  underlies  the  whole  poem— 
the  association  of  sheep-watching  by  moonlight  (the  most  peaceful 
and  inoffensive  of  occupations  and  the  most  tranquil  of  settings )  with 
the  gruesome  practice  of  hanging  convicted  criminals t  in  chains  (an 
especially  severe  punishment).  It  is  the  interplay  of  these  two  sets 
of  completely  diverse  associations  which  gives  the  poem  its  dominant 
tone. 

The  basic  contrast  of  the  poem  is  brought  out  in  the  first  two 
stanzas.  Consider  the  implications  of  “moonlit  heath,"  “sheep,"  and 
“graze"  as  against  “gallows"  and  “clank"  (what  is  the  effect  of  the 
sound  of  the  word?);  and  of  “careless"  (carefree),  “shepherd," 
“flocks,"  “moonlight,"  and  “glimmering  sheep"  as  against  “the  dead 
man  stood  on  air."  The  language  is  very  simple,  but  the  clashing 
associations  of  those  two  groups  of  words  give  us  a  key  to  the  very 
intense  emotions  that  lie  beneath  the  surface.  What  is  the  effect  of 
the  grotesque  image  suggested  by  “The  dead  man  stood  on  air"? 

With  mention  of  Shrewsbury  jail,  the  whistles  blowing,  and  the 
trains  groaning  all  night,  a  new  note  enters— another  contrast,  this 
time  between  the  stillness  of  the  old  rural  setting  at  the  crossroads 
and  the  new  conditions  under  which  condemned  criminals  are  exe¬ 
cuted.  Does  the  speaker  approve  or  disapprove  of  the  new  system? 

In  the  fourth  stanza  the  precise  situation  is  made  clear:  the 
speaker,  the  sheepherder,  is  thinking  of  someone  in  particular  who 
is  awaiting  execution  in  Shrewsbury  jail.  What  is  the  attitude  im¬ 
plied  in  the  “us"  of  line  9,  the  “lad"  of  line  15,  the  “chap"  of  line  23, 
and  the  “lads'  "  of  line  30?  What  do  the  lines  “A  better  lad,  if  things 
went  right,  /  Than  most  that  sleep  outside"  do  to  clarify  that 
attitude? 

*  From  A.  E.  Housman,  A  Shropshire  Lad,  Holt,  Rinehart  and  Winston,  Inc. 

t  Or,  perhaps,  specifically  sheep-stealers.  But  whichever  was  in  Housman’s 
mind,  the  poem’s  impact  is  unaffected. 
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In  the  fifth  stanza  there  is  a  pun  (ring  in  two  senses).  Is  a  pun 
usually  found  in  a  poem  about  someone  about  to  be  hanged?  Is  it  a 
humorous  pun?  Housman  selected  the  word  “string”  in  the  last  line 
of  the  stanza  for  a  special  reason:  not  merely  because  of  the  rhyme 
scheme.  What  is  the  difference  in  implication  between  “rope”  and 
“string”,  and  how  does  the  effect  of  “string”  harmonize  with  the  tone 
of  the  whole? 

The  sixth  stanza  recalls  to  mind  the  earlier  image  of  the  criminal 
“standing  on  air.”  The  earlier  reference  was  to  the  gallows  at  the  cross¬ 
roads;  here  it  is  to  the  modernized  gallows  in  the  jailyard.  But  the 
effect  of  hanging  is  the  same  under  both  conditions.  And  that  is  a 
point  Housman  wishes  to  make. 

Suddenly,  at  the  beginning  of  the  seventh  stanza,  we  are  taken 
back  to  the  original  setting— the  moonlit  heath  and  lonesome  bank, 
with  the  sheep  peacefully  grazing  beside  the  speaker.  The  idea  of 
death  is  now  conceived  of  as  the  difference  between  hearing  the  stroke 
of  eight  o'clock  and  not  hearing  the  stroke  of  nine.  Of  all  the  ways 
in  which  Housman  might  have  epitomized  the  fact  of  death,  why  do 
you  think  he  chose  that  one? 

Finally,  the  speaker  alludes  to  the  men  who  were  hanged  long 
years  ago  and  thus  “kept  sheep  by  moonlight.”  And  we  realize  with 
a  shock— if  we  have  not  done  so  before— that  he  too  is  “keeping  sheep 
by  moonlight.”  In  other  words,  the  ultimate  effect  of  the  poem  is 
centered  in  the  double  meaning  of  the  phrase.  If  the  phrase  can  be 
applied  with  equal  accuracy  to  both  the  speaker  and  the  condemned 
man,  as  the  speaker  implies,  what,  in  the  last  analysis,  is  the  speaker 
thinking? 

One  other  note.  The  rhythm  of  this  poem  is  as  incongruous  to 
the  subject  as  is  the  highly  colloquial  diction:  instead  of  having  a 
measured,  grave  tempo,  it  fairly  skips  along.  The  short  line  is  aided 
by  the  simple  rhyme  scheme  (a-b-a-b).  The  stanza  sounds  almost  like 
something  children  memorize  in  kindergarten. 

Therefore  to  the  superficial  reader,  the  poem  seems,  perplexingly 
enough,  to  be  a  more  or  less  flippant  treatment  of  a  serious  subject. 
There  is  some  sort  of  humor  in  the  image  of  the  dead  man  standing 
on  air,  in  the  pun  on  “ring,”  in  the  familiar  “lad”  and  “chap,”  in  the 
offhand  way  in  which  death  is  imaged  in  the  seventh  stanza.  But 
the  careful  reader  will  realize  that  the  humor  is  of  a  peculiar  and  sig- 


298  •  TONE 

nificant  kind:  it  is  humor  without  the  faintest  suggestion  of  a  smile; 
on  the  contrary,  it  is  grim,  bitter  humor.  And  the  lightness  suggested 
by  the  colloquial  diction  and  the  lilting  rhythm  is  just  as  deceptive. 

The  effect  of  Housman's  poem  lies  in  the  complete  incongruity 
between  what  is  said,  for  anyone  to  read,  and  what  is  left  unsaid,  for 
the  attentive  reader  to  discover.  The  flippancy,  the  offhand  manner, 
point  not  to  any  callousness  on  the  part  of  the  speaker.  On  the  con¬ 
trary,  they  are  simply  camouflage  for  very  deep  and  bitter  feelings. 
The  truth  about  the  speaker's  emotions  resides  almost  completely  in 
the  implications,  rather  than  the  external  meaning,  of  what  he  says. 
The  half-humorous  tone  makes  the  actual  subject  of  the  poem— the 
impending  execution— all  the  more  terrible. 

Even  the  most  conscientious  and  intelligent  reader  finds  it  diffi¬ 
cult  to  put  into  words  the  impression  a  poem  or  an  essay  or  a  scene 
in  a  play  or  novel  makes  upon  him.  That  is  why  such  vague  and  essen¬ 
tially  meaningless  words  as  “flowery”  are  so  often  called  into  use.  We 
shall  end  by  offering  a  short  list  of  serviceable  adjectives  by  which 
tone  may  be  described.  There  is  no  rule  of  thumb  by  which  you 
can  learn  how  to  use  them  with  accuracy  and  discrimination;  but  you 
can  begin  by  learning  their  dictionary  definitions,  and  from  then  on 
you  should  be  careful  to  observe  how  other  writers  use  them.  Above 
all,  try  your  hand  at  fitting  them  to  a  wide  variety  of  selections  from 
writing,  old  and  new.  After  you  have  read  a  short  poem,  for  example, 
try  to  find  the  adjective  which  you  think  best  describes  the  tone  of 
the  poem  as  it  strikes  you.  Exercise  21  offers  a  small  assortment  of 
passages  for  practice.  Here  are  some  of  the  terms  you  should  know 
and  train  yourself  to  use: 

whimsical,  grave,  fanciful,  bantering,  rhapsodic,  ironical,  devotional, 
intemperate,  fervent,  tender,  cynical,  indignant,  meditative,  bitter, 
wry,  sentimental,  satirical,  light-hearted,  solemn,  patronizing,  didac¬ 
tic,  flippant,  reminiscent,  sardonic,  elegiac,  eulogistic,  resigned, 
colloquial,  affected,  urbane,  comic,  intimate,  earnest 

This  list  is  far  from  exhaustive,  but  it  will  aid  you  in  your  efforts 
to  put  into  words  your  sense  of  the  emotional  tone  and  intention  of 
what  you  read.  From  now  on,  make  it  a  point  of  pride  never  to  say, 
“I  know  what  my  impression  is,  but  I  can't  find  the  right  words  to 
express  it!” 
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EXERCISE  15 

How  sentimental  do  you  think  each  of  the  following  selections 
is? 


1.  “then  the  dragon  came  .  . 

Nobody  tells  a  story  like  Daddy.  The  everyday  world  fades  away  as 
his  words  lead  you  into  a  new  and  shining  land. 

And  what  if  the  Dragon  is  a  bit  scary?  You  need  only  climb  into 
Daddy’s  arms  to  be  safe  and  secure  again  before  it’s  time  to  sleep. 

To  make  those  we  love  safe  and  secure  is  the  very  core  of  home¬ 
making.  It  is  a  privilege  known  only  in  a  country  such  as  ours,  where 
men  and  women  are  free  to  work  for  it. 

And  taking  care  of  our  own  is  also  the  way  we  best  take  care  of 
our  country.  For  the  strength  of  America  is  simply  the  strength  of 
one  secure  home  touching  that  of  another. 

If  you’ve  tried  to  save  and  failed,  chances  are  it  was  because  you 
didn’t  have  a  plan.  Well,  here’s  a  savings  system  that  really  works — 
the  Payroll  Savings  Plan  for  investing  in  U.S.  Savings  Bonds. 

2.  They  stood  side  by  side  on  the  granite  step  in  the  soaring  brightness. 
In  front  of  them  were  the  seaweedy  rocks  of  the  cove  and  the  spruces, 
and  the  pointed  firs  and  the  dark  bay  and  islands  and  the  line  of  the 
ocean  heaving  with  light.  The  waves  breathed  in  the  cove.  “Husband,” 
she  said.  “Wife,”  he  said.  The  words  made  them  bashful.  They  clung 
together  against  their  bashfulness.  “Today  we  begin,”  he  said,  “to 
make  .  .  .”  “This  wilderness  our  home,”  she  said.  The  risen  sun  over 
the  ocean  shone  in  their  faces. 

3.  Western  wind,  when  wilt  thou  blow, 

The  small  rain  down  can  rain? 

Christ,  if  my  love  were  in  my  arms, 

And  I  in  my  bed  again! 

4.  As  thro’  the  land  at  eve  we  went, 

And  pluck’d  the  ripen’d  ears, 

We  fell  out,  my  wife  and  I, 

O  we  fell  out  I  know  not  why. 

And  kiss’d  again  with  tears. 

And  blessings  on  the  falling  out 
That  all  the  more  endears, 

When  we  fall  out  with  those  we  love 
And  kiss  again  with  tears! 

For  when  we  came  where  lies  the  child 
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We  lost  in  other  years, 

There  above  the  little  grave, 

O  there  above  the  little  grave 
We  kiss’d  again  with  tears. 

5.  Why  so  pale  and  wan,  fond  lover? 

Prithee,  why  so  pale? 

Will,  when  looking  well  can’t  move  her. 

Looking  ill  prevail? 

Prithee,  why  so  pale? 

Why  so  dull  and  mute,  young  sinner? 

Prithee,  why  so  mute? 

Will,  when  speaking  well  can’t  win  her. 

Saying  nothing  do  ’t? 

Prithee,  why  so  mute? 

Quit,  quit,  for  shame!  This  will  not  move; 

This  cannot  take  her. 

If  of  herself  she  will  not  love, 

Nothing  can  make  her. 

The  devil  take  her! 

6.  Sweet  is  the  hour  that  brings  us  home, 

Where  all  will  spring  to  meet  us; 

Where  hands  are  striving,  as  we  come, 

To  be  the  first  to  greet  us. 

When  the  world  hath  spent  its  frowns  and  wrath. 
And  care  been  sorely  pressing: 

’Tis  sweet  to  turn  from  our  roving  path. 

And  find  a  fireside  blessing. 

Oh,  joyfully  dear  is  the  homeward  track, 

If  we  are  but  sure  of  a  welcome  back. 

What  do  we  reck  on  a  dreary  way. 

Though  lonely  and  benighted. 

If  we  know  there  are  lips  to  chide  our  stay. 

And  eyes  that  will  beam  love-lighted? 

What  is  the  worth  of  your  diamond  ray, 

To  the  glance  that  flashes  pleasure; 

When  the  words  that  welcome  back  betray. 

We  form  a  heart’s  chief  treasure? 

Oh,  joyfully  dear  is  our  homeward  track 
If  we  are  but  sure  of  a  welcome  back. 
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EXERCISE  l6 

In  the  following  excerpt  from  the  introduction  to  the  transcript 
of  a  famous  murder  trial,  the  editor  obviously  has  knowledge,  or  at 
least  very  positive  opinions,  which  delicacy  or  other  considerations 
prevent  him  from  directly  expressing.  Analyze  the  paragraph,  sen¬ 
tence  by  sentence,  for  the  various  ways  in  which  he  manages  to  imply 
what  he  cannot  say.  What,  in  a  single  blunt  sentence,  does  he  want 
the  reader  to  infer  about  Sir  James  Stephen ? 

As  a  judge  Sir  James  Stephen  was  considered  to  be  at  his  best  in  a 
Criminal  Court;  of  nice  legal  subtleties  and  fine  distinctions,  his  mind 
was  apt  to  be  impatient.  It  is  impossible  for  the  historian  of  the  Maybrick 
case  to  ignore  the  statement,  frequently  made,  that  at  the  time  of  her 
trial  the  judge’s  mind  was  suffering  from  the  early  attacks  of  an  insidious 
disease  which,  two  years  later,  compelled  Sir  James  to  retire  from  the 
bench.  The  judge  had  had  a  slight  stroke  of  paralysis  at  Derby  in  1885, 
and  been  obliged  to  give  up  work  for  a  time.  Whether  on  his  return  to 
work  his  mind  had  entirely  recovered  its  former  vigour,  or  was  suffering 
a  gradual  loss  of  strength,  is  a  matter  that  need  not  be  discussed.  But 
those  familiar  with  the  judge’s  powers  during  his  earlier  years  on  the 
bench  may  well  doubt,  in  reading  the  report  of  Mrs.  Maybrick’s  trial, 
whether  those  powers  were  as  conspicuous  and  effective  in  the  trial  of 
her  case  as  they  would  have  been  had  it  taken  place  some  few  years  be¬ 
fore.  Of  the  judge’s  scrupulous  anxiety  to  be  fair,  just,  and  considerate 
towards  the  prisoner  no  impartial  reader  can  doubt. 

EXERCISE  17 

Following  are  two  short  passages  from  famous  novels.  The  effect 
of  each  is  centered  in  the  final  sentence.  How  do  the  two  passages 
differ  in  tone?  What  is  the  author's  purpose  in  the  last  sentence? 

1.  It  is  not  my  intention  to  breathe  a  word  against  the  character  of 
Mrs.  Proudie,  but  still  I  cannot  think  that  with  all  her  virtues  she 
adds  much  to  her  husband’s  happiness.  The  truth  is  that  in  matters 
domestic  she  rules  supreme  over  her  titular  lord,  and  rules  with  a  rod 
of  iron.  Nor  is  this  all.  Things  domestic  Dr.  Proudie  might  have 
abandoned  to  her,  if  not  voluntarily,  yet  willingly.  But  Mrs.  Proudie 
is  not  satisfied  with  such  home  dominion,  and  stretches  her  power 
over  all  his  movements,  and  will  not  even  abstain  from  things  spiritual. 
In  fact,  the  bishop  is  henpecked. 
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2.  Unscaied  by  the  thunder  of  the  artillery,  which  hurled  death  from 
the  English  line,  the  dark  rolling  column  pressed  on  and  up  the  hill. 
It  seemed  almost  to  crest  the  eminence,  when  it  began  to  wave  and 
falter.  Then  it  stopped,  still  facing  the  shot.  Then  at  last  the  English 
troops  rushed  from  the  post  from  which  no  enemy  had  been  able  to 
dislodge  them,  and  the  Guard  turned  and  fled. 

No  more  firing  was  heard  at  Brussels — the  pursuit  rolled  miles 
away.  Darkness  came  down  on  the  field  and  city;  and  Amelia  was 
praying  for  George,  who  was  lying  on  his  face,  dead,  with  a  bullet 
through  his  heart. 


EXERCISE  18 

The  function  of  tone  is  often  well  exemplified  in  the  opening 
paragraphs  of  short  stories  and  novels ,  where  the  author  tries  simul¬ 
taneously  to  enlist  the  attention  of  his  readers  and  to  establish  some 
important  element  of  the  work  to  come— philosophical  point  of  view , 
atmosphere ,  situation ,  important  character.  Each  of  the  following 
passages  introduces  a  well-known  novel.  After  a  careful  reading ,  tell 
all  you  can  infer  from  the  tone  concerning  the  point  of  view ,  theme , 
and  style  of  the  whole  book.  Try  to  distinguish  between  what  you 
learn  from  the  outright  statement  of  fact  (analogous  to  denotation ) 
and  what  you  find  implied  in  the  tone  itself  (analogous  to  conno¬ 
tation). 

1.  I  can  show  you  what  is  left.  After  the  pride,  passion,  agony,  and 
bemused  aspiration,  what  is  left  is  in  our  hands.  Here  are  the  scraps 
of  newspaper,  more  than  a  century  old,  splotched  and  yellowed  and 
huddled  together  in  a  library,  like  November  leaves  abandoned  by  the 
wind,  damp  and  leached  out,  back  of  the  stables  or  in  a  fence  corner 
of  a  vacant  lot.  Here  are  the  diaries,  the  documents,  and  the  letters, 
yellow  too,  bound  in  neat  bundles  with  tape  so  stiffened  and  tired 
that  it  parts  almost  unresisting  at  your  touch.  Here  are  the  records  of 
what  happened  in  that  court  room,  all  the  words  taken  down.  Here 
is  the  manuscript  he  himself  wrote,  day  after  day,  as  he  waited  in  his 
cell,  telling  his  story.  The  letters  of  his  script  lean  forward  in  their 
haste.  Haste  toward  what?  The  bold  stroke  of  the  quill  catches  on  the 
rough  paper,  fails,  resumes,  moves  on  in  its  race  against  time,  to  leave 
time  behind,  or  in  its  rush  to  meet  Time  at  last  at  the  devoted  and 
appointed  place.  To  whom  was  he  writing,  rising  from  his  mire  or 
leaning  from  his  flame  to  tell  his  story?  The  answer  is  easy.  He  was 
writing  to  us. 
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2.  Those  privileged  to  be  present  at  a  family  festival  of  the  Forsytes  have 
seen  that  charming  and  instructive  sight — an  upper  middle-class  fam¬ 
ily  in  full  plumage.  But  whosoever  of  these  favoured  persons  has 
possessed  the  gift  of  psychological  analysis  (a  talent  without  monetary 
value  and  properly  ignored  by  the  Forsytes)  has  witnessed  a  spectacle, 
not  only  delightful  in  itself,  but  illustrative  of  an  obscure  human 
problem.  In  plainer  words,  he  has  gleaned  from  a  gathering  of  this 
family — no  branch  of  which  had  a  liking  for  the  other,  between  no 
three  members  of  whom  existed  anything  worthy  of  the  name  of 
sympathy — evidence  of  that  mysterious  concrete  tenacity  which  ren¬ 
ders  a  family  so  formidable  a  unit  of  society,  so  clear  a  reproduction 
of  society  in  miniature.  He  has  been  admitted  to  a  vision  of  the  dim 
roads  of  social  progress,  has  understood  something  of  patriarchal  life, 
of  the  swarmings  of  savage  hordes,  of  the  rise  and  fall  of  nations.  He 
is  like  one  who,  having  watched  a  tree  grow  from  its  planting — a 
paragon  of  tenacity,  insulation,  and  success,  amidst  the  deaths  of  a 
hundred  other  plants  less  fibrous,  sappy,  and  persistent — one  day  will 
see  it  flourishing  with  bland,  full  foliage,  in  an  almost  repugnant 
prosperity,  at  the  summit  of  its  efflorescence. 

On  June  15,  eighteen  eighty-six,  about  four  of  the  afternoon, 
the  observer  who  chanced  to  be  present  at  the  house  of  old  Jolyon 
Forsyte  in  Stanhope  Gate,  might  have  seen  the  highest  efflorescence 
of  the  Forsytes. 

3.  London.  Michaelmas  Term  lately  over,  and  the  Lord  Chancellor  sit¬ 
ting  in  Lincoln’s  Inn  Hall.  Implacable  November  weather.  As  much 
mud  in  the  streets,  as  if  the  waters  had  but  newly  retired  from  the 
face  of  the  earth,  and  it  would  not  be  wonderful  to  meet  a  Megalo- 
saurus,  forty  feet  long  or  so,  waddling  like  an  elephantine  lizard  up 
Holborn  Hill.  Smoke  lowering  down  from  chimney-pots,  making  a 
soft  black  drizzle,  with  flakes  of  soot  in  it  as  big  as  full-grown  snow¬ 
flakes — gone  into  mourning,  one  might  imagine,  for  the  death  of  the 
sun.  Dogs,  undistinguishable  in  mire.  Horses,  scarcely  better;  splashed 
to  their  very  blinkers.  Foot  passengers,  jostling  one  another’s  um¬ 
brellas,  in  a  general  infection  of  ill-temper,  and  losing  their  foothold 
at  street  corners,  where  tens  of  thousands  of  other  foot  passengers 
have  been  slipping  and  sliding  since  the  day  broke  (if  this  day  ever 
broke),  adding  new  deposits  to  the  crust  upon  crust  of  mud,  sticking 
at  those  points  tenaciously  to  the  pavement,  and  accumulating  at 
compound  interest. 

Fog  everywhere.  Fog  up  the  river,  where  it  flows  among  green 
aits*  and  meadows;  fog  down  the  river,  where  it  rolls  defiled  among 
the  tiers  of  shipping,  and  the  water-side  pollutions  of  a  great  (and 
dirty)  city.  Fog  on  the  Essex  marshes,  fog  on  the  Kentish  heights. 
Fog  creeping  into  the  cabooses  of  collier-brigs;  fog  lying  out  on  the 


*  Small  isles. 
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yards,  and  hovering  in  the  rigging  of  great  ships;  fog  drooping  on  the 
gunwales  of  barges  and  small  boats.  Fog  in  the  eyes  and  throats  of 
ancient  Greenwich  pensioners,  wheezing  by  the  firesides  of  their 
wards;  fog  in  the  stem  and  bowl  of  the  afternoon  pipe  of  the  wrathful 
skipper  down  in  his  close  cabin;  fog  cruelly  pinching  the  toes  and 
fingers  of  his  shivering  little  'prentice-boy  on  deck.  Chance  people 
on  the  bridges  peering  over  the  parapets  into  a  nether  sky  of  fog,  with 
fog  all  round  them,  as  if  they  were  up  in  a  balloon,  and  hanging  in 
the  misty  clouds. 

Gas  looming  through  the  fog  in  divers  places  in  the  streets,  much 
as  the  sun  may,  from  the  spongy  fields,  be  seen  to  loom  by  husband¬ 
man  and  plowboy.  Most  of  the  shops  lighted  two  hours  before  their 
time — as  the  gas  seems  to  know,  for  it  has  a  haggard  and  unwilling 
look. 

The  raw  afternoon  is  rawest,  and  the  dense  fog  is  densest,  and 
the  muddy  streets  are  muddiest,  near  that  leaden-headed  old  obstruc¬ 
tion,  appropriate  ornament  for  the  threshold  of  a  leaden-headed  old 
corporation:  Temple  Bar.  And  hard  by  Temple  Bar,  in  Lincoln’s  Inn 
Hall,  at  the  very  heart  of  the  fog,  sits  the  Lord  High  Chancellor  in 
his  High  Court  of  Chancery. 

4.  When  Caroline  Meeber  boarded  the  afternoon  train  for  Chicago,  her 
total  outfit  consisted  of  a  small  trunk,  a  cheap  imitation  alligator-skin 
satchel,  a  small  lunch  in  a  paper  box,  and  a  yellow  leather  snap  purse, 
containing  her  ticket,  a  scrap  of  paper  with  her  sister’s  address  in 
Van  Buren  Street,  and  four  dollars  in  money.  It  was  in  August,  1889. 
She  was  eighteen  years  of  age,  bright,  timid,  and  full  of  the  illusions 
of  ignorance  and  youth.  Whatever  touch  of  regret  at  parting  charac¬ 
terised  her  thoughts,  it  was  certainly  not  for  advantages  now  being 
given  up.  A  gush  of  tears  at  her  mother’s  farewell  kiss,  a  touch  in  her 
throat  when  the  cars  clacked  by  the  flour  mill  where  her  father  worked 
by  the  day,  a  pathetic  sigh  as  the  familiar  green  environs  of  the  village 
passed  in  review,  and  the  threads  which  bound  her  so  lightly  to  girl¬ 
hood  and  home  were  irretrievably  broken. 

5.  Happy  families  are  all  alike;  every  unhappy  family  is  unhappy  in  its 
own  way. 

Everything  was  in  confusion  in  the  Oblonskys’  house.  The  wife 
had  discovered  that  the  husband  was  carrying  on  an  intrigue  with  a 
French  girl,  who  had  been  a  governess  in  their  family,  and  she  had 
announced  to  her  husband  that  she  should  not  go  on  living  in  the 
same  house  with  him.  This  position  of  affairs  had  now  lasted  three 
days,  and  not  only  the  husband  and  wife  themselves,  but  all  the 
members  of  their  family  and  household,  were  painfully  conscious  of 
it.  Every  person  in  the  house  felt  that  there  was  no  sense  in  their 
living  together,  and  that  the  stray  people  brought  together  by  chance 
in  any  inn  had  more  in  common  with  one  another  than  they,  the 
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members  of  the  family  and  household  of  the  Oblonskys.  The  wife  did 
not  leave  her  own  room,  the  husband  had  not  been  at  home  for  three 
days.  The  children  ran  wild  all  over  the  house;  the  English  governess 
quarreled  with  the  housekeeper,  and  wrote  to  a  friend  asking  her  to 
look  out  for  a  new  situation  for  her;  the  man-cook  had  walked  off  the 
day  before  just  at  dinner-time;  the  kitchen-maid,  and  the  coachman 
had  given  warning. 

6.  Hale  knew  they  meant  to  murder  him  before  he  had  been  in  Brighton 
three  hours.  With  his  inky  fingers  and  his  bitten  nails,  his  manner 
cynical  and  nervous,  anybody  could  tell  he  didn’t  belong- — belong  to 
the  early  summer  sun,  the  cool  Whitsun  wind  off  the  sea,  the  holiday 
crowd.  They  came  in  by  train  from  Victoria  every  five  minutes, 
rocked  down  Queen’s  Road  standing  on  the  tops  of  the  little  local 
trams,  stepped  off  in  bewildering  multitudes  into  fresh  and  glittering 
air:  the  new  silver  paint  sparkled  on  the  piers,  the  cream  houses  ran 
away  into  the  west  like  a  pale  Victorian  water-colour;  a  race  in  minia¬ 
ture  motors,  a  band  playing,  flower  gardens  in  bloom  below  the  front, 
an  aeroplane  advertising  something  for  the  health  in  pale  vanishing 
clouds  across  the  sky. 


EXERCISE  1  9 

Try  your  hand  at  writing  an  effective  opening  paragraph  for  a 
short  story ,  using  the  hints  given  below.  The  paragraph  should  be 
about  100-150  words  long.  Its  aim  should  be  to  give  a  certain  amount 
of  information ,  to  set  the  tone  or  mood  of  the  whole  story ,  and  above 
all  to  make  the  reader  so  interested  that  he  cannot  help  reading  on. 
(You  may  write  the  rest  of  the  story  if  you  wish!)  The  data  given 
may  be  changed  in  any  way — they  are  merely  offered  as  a  means  of 
getting  you  started— and  of  course  you  will  want  to  add  appropriate 
details.  Before  beginning ,  be  sure  to  decide  which  element  (scene, 
situation ,  atmosphere,  character)  you  wish  to  stress,  and  build  the 
paragraph  around  that  center. 

1.  A  hot  midsummer  day  in  a  city;  downtown  street  scene.  A  young 
man  discovers  he  has  lost  his  billfold  (or  a  young  woman  has  lost 
her  purse  somewhere ) . 

2.  An  average  middle-class  American  home;  living  room;  family  watch¬ 
ing  television.  Contentment.  Suddenly  the  telephone  rings. 

3.  Chuck  Brown  (a  well-meaning  fellow,  but  not  too  bright  in  his 
studies)  has  just  been  dropped  from  the  team. 

4.  Bonnie  Lou  (hard-working  coed,  supporting  herself  through  school) 
has  just  been  put  on  scholastic  probation. 
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5.  A  nineteen-year-old  corporal  or  apprentice  seaman  is  awaiting  the 
imminent  posting  of  his  next  duty  assignment. 

•6.  Inside  a  Catholic  church  on  a  rainy  Monday  evening.  A  dim  figure 
(man  or  girl?)  furtively  enters. 

7.  A  high-school  prom,  held  outdoors,  is  coming  to  an  end.  A  siren  is 
heard  in  the  distance. 

8.  A  quiet  hospital  corridor  at  midnight;  a  sudden  commotion  outside 
Room  429. 

9.  The  rugged  two-hour  exam  is  drawing  to  a  close,  and  the  trustful 
instructor,  who  has  been  outside  smoking  a  cigarette,  suddenly  comes 
back. 

10.  On  a  country  road  a  convertible  is  traveling  toward  an  unmarked 
grade  crossing.  Down  the  track,  the  deep  hoot  of  a  Diesel  locomotive. 

EXERCISE  20 

The  following  poem ,  “To  His  Coy  Mistress illustrates  the  way 
in  which  tone  can  dramatically  shift  within  the  course  of  relatively 
few  lines.  (1)  How  would  you  describe  the  attitude  of  the  poet  to  his 
*‘coy  mistress’'  as  the  poem  begins ?  (Be  sure  you  understand  what  coy 
and  mistress  meant  when  this  was  written ,  in  the  latter  part  of  the 
seventeenth  century.)  By  what  devices  of  diction  and  allusion  does  he 
communicate  this  feeling?  (2)  Exactly  where  does  the  shift  occur? 
What  is  the  tone  henceforth?  (3)  Does  the  change  in  tone  actually 
mean  that  the  poet's  attitude  toward  his  beloved  suddenly  changes , 
or  can  we  say ,  on  the  other  hand ,  that  his  underlying  feeling  is  con¬ 
sistent  throughout ,  despite  the  contrast  of  tone?  (4)  Study  carefully 
the  figures  of  speech  to  see  how  each  contributes  to  the  intended 
effect  at  the  point  where  it  occurs. 

Had  we  but  world  enough,  and  time, 

This  coyness,  lady,  were  no  crime. 

We  would  sit  down,  and  think  which  way 
To  walk,  and  pass  our  long  love’s  day. 

Thou  by  the  Indian  Ganges’  side 
Shouldst  rubies  find:  I  by  the  tide 
Of  Humber  would  complain.  I  would 
Love  you  ten  years  before  the  flood, 

And  you  should,  if  you  please,  refuse 
Till  the  conversion  of  the  Jews. 

My  vegetable  love  should  grow 
Vaster  than  empires  and  more  slow; 

An  hundred  years  should  go  to  praise 


5 

[complain:  sing  of  love] 
10 

[vegetable:  plantlike] 
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Thine  eyes,  and  on  thy  forehead  gaze; 

Two  hundred  to  adore  each  breast, 

But  thirty  thousand  to  the  rest; 

An  age  at  least  to  every  part, 

And  the  last  age  should  show  your  heart. 
For,  lady,  you  deserve  this  state; 

Nor  would  I  love  at  lower  rate. 

But  at  my  back  I  always  hear 
Time’s  winged  chariot  hurrying  near; 

And  yonder  all  before  us  lie 
Deserts  of  vast  eternity. 

Thy  beauty  shall  no  more  be  found, 

Nor,  in  thy  marble  vault,  shall  sound 
My  echoing  song;  then  worms  shall  try 
That  long  preserved  virginity, 

And  your  quaint  honor  turn  to  dust, 

And  into  ashes  all  my  lust: 

The  grave’s  a  fine  and  private  place, 

But  none,  I  think,  do  there  embrace. 
Now  therefore,  while  the  youthful  hue 
Sits  on  thy  skin  like  morning  dew, 

And  while  thy  willing  soul  transpires 
At  every  pore  with  instant  fires, 

Now  let  us  sport  us  while  me  may, 

And  now,  like  amorous  birds  of  prey, 
Rather  at  once  our  time  devour 
Than  languish  in  his  slow-chapped  power. 
Let  us  roll  all  our  strength  and  all 
Our  sweetness  up  into  one  ball, 

And  tear  our  pleasures  with  rough  strife 
Through  the  iron  gates  of  life: 

Thus,  though  we  cannot  make  our  sun 
Stand  still,  yet  we  will  make  him  run. 


15 


[state:  honor] 

20 


25 


[quaint:  proud] 
30 


35 

[instant:  eager] 


[slow-chapped:  40 

slowly  devouring] 


45 


EXERCISE  21  (REVIEW) 

Here  is  a  group  of  passages  of  very  diversified  tone.  How  would 
you  characterize  the  tone  of  each ,  and  what  specific  means  ( diction , 
metaphor ,  allusion ,  rhythm ,  and  so  forth)  does  the  writer  use  to  create 
that  tone? 

1.  [The  timer  on  a  Model  T  Ford]  was  an  extravagantly  odd  little  de¬ 
vice,  simple  in  construction,  mysterious  in  function.  It  contained  a 
roller,  held  by  a  spring,  and  there  were  four  contact  points  on  the 


508  #  TONE 

inside  of  the  case  against  which,  many  people  believed,  the  roller 
rolled.  I  have  had  a  timer  apart  on  a  sick  Ford  many  times,  but  1 
never  really  knew  what  I  was  up  to — I  was  just  showing  off  before  God. 
There  were  almost  as  many  schools  of  thought  as  there  were  timers. 
Some  people,  when  things  went  wrong,  just  clenched  their  teeth  and 
gave  the  timer  a  smart  crack  with  a  wrench.  Other  people  opened  it 
up  and  blew  on  it.  There  was  a  school  that  held  that  the  timer  needed 
large  amounts  of  oil;  they  fixed  it  by  frequent  baptism.  And  there 
was  a  school  that  was  positive  it  was  meant  to  run  dry  as  a  bone; 
these  people  were  continually  taking  it  off  and  wiping  it.  I  remember 
once  spitting  into  a  timer;  not  in  anger,  but  in  a  spirit  of  research. 
You  see,  the  Model  T  driver  moved  in  the  realm  of  metaphysics.  He 
believed  his  car  could  be  hexed.* 

2.  But  in  all  it  is  and  seemingly  ever  hopes  to  be,  television  is  simply 
a  menace  to  America’s  cultural  and  social  life.  It  is  a  menace  just 
because  there  it  sits,  a  constant  temptation,  gratification,  time  killer, 
solace:  you  have  it,  why  not  use  it?  your  book’s  a  wee  bit  boring,  why 
not  shut  it  and  turn  on  television?  It  is  an  additional  menace,  of 
course,  for  being  commercially  sponsored,  and  so  not  only  riddled 
with  the  imbecilities  of  announcers  but  splotched  with  the  timidities 
of  sponsors.  But  it  is  perhaps  most  a  menace  in  the  sense  that 
the  better  it  is  the  worse  it  must  be;  that  the  more  skill  it  exhibits, 
the  more  big  news  it  conveys,  the  more  big  names  it  can  boast,  the 
more  druglike  must  be  its  hold  on  vast  numbers  of  people.  Thus 
far  it  has  liberated  a  lot  of  potential  victims  simply  from  proving  too 
dull,  clumsy  or  trite  to  hold  them.  But  once  it  has  at  every  level  some¬ 
thing  sure-fire  to  purvey,  once  the  gags  have  lost  their  brashness  and 
the  commercials  cease  to  jar,  what  compelling  inducement  will  have 
a  chance  of  winning  out? 

3.  O  darling  room,  my  heart’s  delight. 

Dear  room,  the  apple  of  my  sight, 

With  thy  two  couches  soft  and  white, 

There  is  no  room  so  exquisite, 

No  little  room  so  warm  and  bright. 

Wherein  to  read,  wherein  to  write. 

For  I  the  Nonnenwerth  have  seen, 

And  Oberwinter’s  vineyards  green, 

Musical  Lurlei;  and  between 
The  hills  to  Bingen  have  I  been, 

Bingen  in  Darmstadt,  where  the  Rhene 
Curves  toward  Mentz,  a  woody  scene. 

*  Lee  Strout  White,  “Farewell,  My  Lovely!”,  The  New  Yorker,  May  16, 

1936.  Reprinted  by  permission  of  The  New  Yorker. 
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Yet  never  did  there  meet  my  sight, 

In  any  town,  to  left  or  right, 

A  little  room  so  exquisite, 

With  two  such  couches,  soft  and  white, 

Not  any  room  so  warm  and  bright, 

Wherein  to  read,  wherein  to  write. 

4.  Why  has  our  author  selected  such  a  theme?  Why,  amid  all  the  sug¬ 
gestive  incidents  of  life  in  a  wilderness;  of  a  retreat  from  civilization 
to  which,  in  every  individual  case,  a  thousand  circumstances  must 
have  concurred  to  reconcile  human  nature  with  estrangement  from 
home  and  country;  or  amid  the  historical  connections  of  our  history 
with  Jesuit  adventure,  savage  invasion,  regicide  outlawry,  and  French 
aggression,  should  the  taste  of  Mr.  Hawthorne  have  preferred  as  the 
proper  material  for  romance,  the  nauseous  amour  of  a  Puritan  pastor, 
with  a  frail  creature  of  his  charge,  whose  mind  is  represented  as  far 
more  debauched  than  her  body?  Is  it,  in  short,  because  a  running 
under-tide  of  filth  has  become  as  requisite  to  a  romance,  as  death  in 
the  fifth  act  to  a  tragedy?  Is  the  French  era  actually  begun  in  our 
literature?  And  is  the  flesh,  as  well  as  the  world  and  the  devil,  to  be 
henceforth  dished  up  in  fashionable  novels,  and  discussed  at  parties, 
by  spinsters  and  their  beaux,  with  as  unconcealed  a  relish  as  they  give 
to  the  vanilla  in  their  ice  cream?  ...  We  are  painfully  tempted  to 
believe  that  [The  Scarlet  Letter]  is  a  book  made  for  the  market,  and 
that  the  market  has  made  it  merchantable,  as  they  do  game,  by  letting 
everybody  understand  that  the  commodity  is  in  high  condition,  and 
smells  strongly  of  incipient  putrefaction. 

5.  How  do  I  love  thee?  Let  me  count  the  ways. 

I  love  thee  to  the  depth  and  breadth  and  height 
My  soul  can  reach,  when  feeling  out  of  sight 
For  the  ends  of  Being  and  ideal  Grace. 

I  love  thee  to  the  level  of  every  day's 
Most  quiet  need,  by  sun  and  candle-light. 

I  love  thee  freely,  as  men  strive  for  Right; 

I  love  thee  purely,  as  they  turn  from  Praise. 

I  love  thee  with  the  passion  put  to  use 

In  my  old  griefs,  and  with  my  childhood's  faith. 

I  love  thee  with  a  love  I  seemed  to  lose 
With  my  lost  saints — I  love  thee  with  the  breath, 

Smiles,  tears,  of  all  my  life! — and,  if  God  choose, 

I  shall  but  love  thee  better  after  death. 

6.  Thus  the  sixteen-year-old  who  tells  his  indignant  dad  that  he,  not 
dad,  is  going  to  have  the  car  that  night  and  takes  it — while  mom  looks 
on,  dewy-eyed  and  anxious — has  sold  his  soul  to  mom  and  made  him- 
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self  into  a  lifelong  sucking-egg.  His  father,  already  well  up  the  creek, 
loses  in  this  process  the  stick  with  which  he  had  been  trying  to  paddle. 
It  is  here  that  mom  has  thrust  her  oar  into  the  very  guts  of  man — 
and  while  she  has  made  him  think  she  is  operating  a  gondola  through 
the  tunnels  of  love,  and  even  believes  it  herself,  she  is  actually  taking 
tickets  for  the  one-way  ferry  ride  across  the  Styx. 

7.  To  watch  the  test  of  a  rocket  motor  is  a  shattering  experience.  With¬ 
out  the  slightest  warning,  an  enormous  flame  juts  out  of  the  tail  pipe. 
The  eyes  cringe  from  its  light,  and  a  wave  of  heat  beats  against  the 
skin.  An  indescribable  bellowing  sound  pokes  like  an  ice  pick  into 
cotton-stuffed  ears.  Even  worse  than  the  bellowing  is  a  high-pitched 
waspish  scream.  This  is  the  faintly  audible  edge  of  the  motor’s  ultra¬ 
sonic  sound.  It  tears  at  the  heart  and  groin  and  raises  knife-edged 
vibrations  echoing  inside  the  skull. 

But  the  screaming,  bellowing  flame  is  a  beautiful  thing.  When 
certain  fuels  are  used  it  is  so  bright  that  it  sears  the  eyes  through  filters 
that  shut  out  the  sunlight.  With  other  fuels  the  flame  is  a  delicate, 
transparent  violet  with  a  line  of  diamond-shaped  plates  that  look  like 
gold  leaf  trembling  in  its  center.  These  burnished  “leaves”  are  caused 
by  shock  waves  zigzagging  through  the  flame.  When  the  fuel  is  shut 
off,  they  chase  one  another  into  the  motor  like  rabbits  running  down 
a  hole. 

8.  In  order  to  supply  the  constant  and  increasing  demand  for  “subjects” 
[for  dissection  by  medical  students],  there  had  grown  up  an  ancillary 
branch  of  research,  carried  out  behind  the  scenes  by  the  professional 
riflers  of  graves,  known  by  the  expressive  names  of  Body  Snatchers  or 
Resurrectionists.  .  .  .  Many  and  gruesome  are  the  tales  told  of  their 
adventures,  some  not  without  a  certain  grisly  humor;  but  one  neces¬ 
sary  result  of  such  pursuits  was  a  coarsening  of  the  moral  grain,  an 
indifference  to  decent  feelings,  and  a  callous  recklessness  regarding 
human  life  which,  as  we  shall  see,  was  to  bear  fearful  fruit. 

9.  The  sediments  [on  the  floor  of  the  deep  sea]  are  a  sort  of  epic  poem 
of  the  earth.  When  we  are  wise  enough,  perhaps  we  can  read  in  them 
all  of  past  history.  For  all  is  written  here.  In  the  nature  of  the  materials 
that  compose  them  and  in  the  arrangement  of  their  successive  layers 
the  sediments  reflect  all  that  has  happened  in  the  waters  above  them 
and  on  the  surrounding  lands.  The  dramatic  and  the  catastrophic  in 
earth  history  have  left  their  trace  in  the  sediments — the  outpourings 
of  volcanoes,  the  advance  and  retreat  of  the  ice,  the  searing  aridity  of 
desert  lands,  the  sweeping  destruction  of  floods. 

10.  It  was  a  crisp  and  spicy  morning  in  early  October.  The  lilacs  and 
laburnums,  lit  with  the  glory-fires  of  autumn,  hung  burning  and 
flashing  in  the  upper  air,  a  fairy  bridge  provided  by  kind  Nature  for 
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the  wingless  wild  things  that  have  their  homes  in  the  tree-tops  and 
would  visit  together;  the  larch  and  the  pomegranate  flung  their  purple 
and  yellow  flames  in  brilliant  broad  splashes  along  the  slanting  sweep 
of  the  woodland;  the  sensuous  fragrance  of  innumerable  deciduous 
flowers  rose  upon  the  swooning  atmosphere;  far  in  the  empty  sky  a 
solitary  esophagus  slept  upon  motionless  wing;  everywhere  brooded 
stillness,  serenity,  and  the  peace  of  God. 
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“Behold,  the  day  of  the  Lord  cometh  .  .  Isaiah,  XVIII:  9-13. 
“What  he  attempted  .  .  Johnson,  “Addison,”  in  Lives  of  the 
Poets.  “Study  hard  .  .  .”:  Lord  Chesterfield,  letter  to  his  son,  Jan. 
25,  1750.  “It  is  the  addition  of  strangeness  .  .  Walter  Pater, 
“Postscript,”  in  Appreciations. 

“He  crossed  to  the  bright  side  .  .  James  Joyce,  Ulysses  (Modern 
Library  ed.),  p.  57.  Copyright  1934,  The  Modem  Library,  Inc. 
“what  have  I  done  .  .  William  Faulkner,  The  Sound  and  the 
Fury  (1929),  pp.  126-127.  Random  House,  Inc.  Copyright  by  Wil¬ 
liam  Faulkner. 

“walk  the  streets  . . John  Dos  Passos,  The  Big  Money  (Part  Three 
of  the  trilogy,  U.S.A.;  Modern  Library  ed.),  p.  149. 

Exercise  8:  (1)  From  a  report  of  the  State  Capitol  Historical  Asso¬ 
ciation  of  Washington  State,  quoted  in  The  New  Yorker,  May  5, 
1955.  ( The  New  Yorker's  comment:  “Exhale.”) 

Exercise  9:  Gibbon,  Autobiography  (conclusion). 

Exercise  10:  The  first  version  is  from  “Maryland  Haymaking,”  South 
Atlantic  Quarterly,  XLII  (1943),  243. 

Exercise  11:  (1)  Winston  Churchill,  speech  on  the  fall  of  Dunkirk 
(1940),  in  Blood,  Sweat,  and  Tears,  p.  297.  Copyright  1940  by 
Winston  Churchill.  Published  by  G.  P.  Putnam's  Sons.  Used  by 
permission.  (2)  William  Faulkner,  Nobel  Prize  address  (1950),  The 
Faulkner  Reader  (1954),  pp.  3-4.  Random  House,  Inc.  Copyright 
by  William  Faulkner.  (3)  Adlai  E.  Stevenson,  address  to  the  Amer¬ 
ican  Legion  convention,  Major  Campaign  Speeches,  19S2,  pp.  21-22. 
Copyright  1953,  Random  House,  Inc. 

“The  most  famous  of  all  hotels  .  .  .”:  Margaret  Leech,  Reveille  in 
Washington  (1941),  pp.  8-9.  Harper  &  Brothers. 

“Men  tried  to  talk  about  it  .  .  .”:  Carl  Sandburg,  Abraham  Lincoln: 
The  War  Years  (1939),  IV,  p.  350.  By  permission  of  Harcourt, 
Brace  and  Company,  publishers. 

Exercise  12:  (1)  Charles  Lamb,  “Mrs.  Battle's  Opinions  on  Whist.” 
(2)  Ohio  Conservation  Bulletin,  Dec.  1953.  (3)  Student  theme  at 
The  Ohio  State  University.  (4)  Thomas  Macaulay,  essay  on  Bacon. 
Exercise  15:  (1)  Emerson,  “Self-Reliance.”  (2)  John  Stuart  Mill, 
On  Liberty,  Cli.  1.  (3)  Justice  Oliver  Wendell  Holmes,  Jr.,  opin¬ 
ion  in  Abrams  et  al.  vs.  United  States  (250  U.S.  616,  624).  (4) 
From  President  Eisenhower's  speech  at  Dartmouth  College,  June 
14,  1953.  This  presumably  verbatim  version— printed  in  The  New 
York  Times  the  next  day,  from  a  CBS  radio  recording — is  given 
here,  rather  than  a  later,  more  polished  text,  in  order  to  contrast 
the  rhythms  and  sentence  structure  of  off-the-cuff  delivery  with  those 
of  formal  writing.  (5)  Learned  Hand,  “The  Future  of  Wisdom  in 
America,”  The  Saturday  Review,  Nov.  22,  1952.  Quoted  by  courtesy 
of  The  Saturday  Review. 
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245 

246-247 

248 

249 

253- 254 

254- 255 

255- 257 


257-259 

259- 260 

260- 261 


Exercise  16:  Wordsworth,  “Lines  Written  .  .  .  Above  Tintern 
Abbey/' 

Exercise  17:  (1)  Arnold,  “Dover  Beach."  (2)  Thomas  Moore,  “The 
Time  I've  Lost  in  Wooing."  (3)  Keats,  “On  First  Looking  into 
Chapman's  Homer." 


CHAPTER  FIVE 

“The  etymologist  finds  .  .  Emerson,  “The  Poet." 

“Having  opened  the  program  .  .  .":  Lancaster  (Pa.)  New  Era ,  Mar. 
24,  1945. 

If  their  orders  are  to  strafe  .  .  .":  Hemingway,  “Ebro  Delta,"  The 
New  Republic,  June  8,  1938. 

“Let’s  look  .  .  Ohio  State  University  Lantern,  April  2,  1953. 

“I  find  the  great  thing  .  .  .":  Oliver  Wendell  Holmes,  The  Autocrat 
of  the  Breakfast  Table,  Ch.  4. 

Exercise  2:  (1),  (2),  (3),  and  (5)  are  quoted  in  H.  L.  Mencken, 
The  American  Language,  4th  ed.,  p.  556,  note  3;  they  are  from  Carl 
Sandburg,  Victor  Hugo,  Ambrose  Bierce,  and  Walt  Whitman,  re¬ 
spectively.  (4)  is  from  Emerson's  journal,  June  24,  1840. 

Exercise  3 :  ( 1 )  The  Earl  of  Lytton  ( “Owen  Meredith" ) ,  “Love  and 
Sleep.”  (2)  Sir  Walter  Raleigh,  Shakespeare  (1907),  p.  86.  (4) 
Arnold  Bennett,  Your  United  States  (1912),  p.  187.  (5)  Coleridge, 
“The  Rime  of  the  Ancient  Mariner.”  (6)  Melville,  Moby  Dick, 
Ch.  87.  (7)  Henry  Vaughan,  “The  World."  (8)  Shakespeare,  Son¬ 
net  73.  (9)  Boswell,  Life  of  Johnson,  July  26,  1763;  the  text  is 
slightly  amended.  (10)  E.  B.  White,  “Town  Meeting,"  One  Mans 
Meat  (1944),  pp.  149-150. 

Exercise  4:  (1)  Newsletter  issued  by  the  General  Alumni  Society  of 
the  University  of  Pennsylvania.  (2)  Hugh  Walker,  Literature  of 
the  Victorian  Era  (1910),  p.  766.  (3)  From  an  unidentified  news¬ 
paper  clipping.  (4)  Macbeth,  V.v.19-28.  (5)  T.  H.  Huxley,  “A 
Liberal  Education;  and  Where  to  Find  It."  (6)  George  Meredith, 
Modern  Love,  I.  (7)  Reviewer  in  the  New  York  Herald-Tribune, 
quoted  in  The  New  Yorker,  Nov.  10,  1956.  (8)  Graduate  student's 
paper.  (9)  Shakespeare,  Richard  II,  ILi.40-50.  (10)  Review  of 
Robert  Penn  Warren's  The  Cave,  London  Observer,  Dec.  6,  1959. 
Exercise  5:  Lytton  Strachey,  “Traps  and  Peace  Traps,"  War  and 
Peace,  June  1918;  quoted  in  C.  R.  Sanders,  Lytton  Strachey  (1957), 
pp.  290-291.  Reproduced  by  permission  of  James  Strachey,  Esq. 
Exercise  6:  (1)  Justice  Oliver  Wendell  Holmes,  Jr.,  opinion 
in  245  U.S.  418.  (2)  George  Meredith,  Essay  on  Comedy.  (3) 
Logan  Pearsall  Smith,  All  Trivia  (1945),  p.  171.  (4)  George  H.  W. 
Rylands,  Words  and  Poetry  (1928),  p.  90.  (5)  James  Russell  Lowell, 
Introduction  to  The  Biglow  Papers,  2d  series.  (6)  William  K. 
Wimsatt,  Jr.,  and  Cleanth  Brooks,  Literary  Criticism:  A  Short  His¬ 
tory  (1957),  p.  356. 
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“Her  cheek  like  the  rose  is  .  .  Richard  Ryan,  “O  Saw  Ye  the 
Lass/' 

262  “What’s  in  a  name?  .  .  Romeo  and  Juliet ,  Il.ii.  43-44.  “There 
is  sweet  music  here  .  .  Tennyson,  “The  Lotos-Eaters.”  “When 
this,  our  rose,  is  faded  .  .  Ernest  Dowson,  “Amantium  Irae.” 
“Loveliest  of  lovely  things  are  they  .  .  Bryant,  “A  Scene  on 
the  Banks  of  the  Hudson.”  “The  fairest  things  .  .  .”:  Francis 
Thompson,  “Daisy.”  “The  world  that  we’re  a-livin'  in  .  .  .”:  Frank 
Lebby  Stanton,  “The  World.”  “Gather  ye  rosebuds  while  ye 
may  .  .  .”:  Robert  Herrick,  “To  the  Virgins,  To  Make  Much  of 
Time.” 

263  “Why  should  the  poor  .  .  .”:  Hamlet ,  IILii.  64-67.  “The  hearts 
that  spaniel’d  me  .  .  Antony  and  Cleopatra ,  IV.xii.  20-23. 

265  “But  soft!  What  light  .  .  .”:  Romeo  and  Juliet ,  Il.ii.  2-9.  “O, 

swear  not  by  the  moon  .  .  Romeo  and  Juliet ,  Il.ii.  109-111. 
“Bright  star  .  .  a  sonnet  by  Keats. 

265-266  “Two  roads  diverged  .  .  Robert  Frost,  “The  Road  Not  Taken.” 

“Some  say  the  world  will  end  in  fire  .  .  .”:  Frost,  “Fire  and  Ice.” 
Both  excerpts  from  Complete  Poems  of  Robert  Frost,  1949.  Copy¬ 
right  1930,  1949,  by  Henry  Holt  and  Company,  Inc. 

267  “From  too  much  love  .  .  Swinburne,  “The  Garden  of  Proser¬ 
pine.” 

267-268  “Our  revels  now  are  ended  .  .  Shakespeare,  The  Tempest,  IV.i. 
148-157. 

268  “To  die — to  sleep  .  .  .”:  Hamlet,  Ill.i.  60-69. 

269  Exercise  7:  (1)  Spenser,  The  Faerie  Queene ,  Book  I,  Canto  IX, 
stanza  40.  (2)  John  Masefield,  “Sea  Fever,”  Poems.  By  permis¬ 
sion  of  The  Macmillan  Company,  publishers.  (3)  Macaulay,  essay 
on  Mitford’s  History  of  Greece.  (4)  Sir  Thomas  Browne,  Religio 
Medici,  Part  2.  (5)  Shakespeare  et  a l,  Henry  VIII,  IILii.  431-434. 
(6)  Hamlet ,  IV.iii.  22-33.  (7)  Dorothy  Parker,  “Tombstones  in 
the  Starlight.  Ill:  The  Very  Rich  Man.”  (8)  Gibbon,  The  Decline 
and  Fall  of  the  Roman  Empire,  Ch.  71.  (9)  Romeo  and  Juliet,  Ill.i. 
102-103. 

271  “But  strawberries  were  his  real  fleshpots  .  .  .”:  Wallace  Stegner, 

“Turtle  at  Home,”  Atlantic  Monthly,  April  1943.  Reprinted  by 
permission  of  Mr.  Stegner  and  the  Atlantic  Monthly. 

275  “He  strutted  about  more  than  became  a  hero  .  .  William  Iiaz- 

litt,  “The  Fight.” 

277-278  Exercise  9:  (1  a)  Hamlet,  I.ii.  139-153.  (1  b)  A  sonnet  by  Words¬ 
worth. 

280- 281  “The  full  moon  .  .  .”:  John  Addington  Symonds,  In  the  Key  of 

Blue  and  Other  Prose  Essays  (1893),  p.  172. 

281- 282  “Isolt  the  abandoned  one  .  .  from  a  booklet  issued  by  a  chain 

of  New  England  mortuaries. 

283  “Morning  arises  .  .  Tennyson,  Maud. 

284  “Today  the  fear  of  cops  .  .  H.  L.  Mencken,  Happy  Days  (1940), 
p.  156.  By  permission  of  Alfred  A.  Knopf,  Inc.,  publisher. 
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Exercise  12:  (1)  Quoted  from  the  Easton  (Md.)  Star-Democrat 
in  The  New  Yorker ,  Jan.  18,  1954.  (2)  H.  L.  Mencken,  '‘Bryan,” 
in  Selected  Prejudices  (1927),  pp.  25-26.  By  permission  of  Alfred 
A.  Knopf,  Inc.,  publisher. 

Exercise  13:  (1)  Scientific  Monthly ,  LXIV  (1947),  74.  Quoted 
permission  of  the  author,  Dr.  Paul  W.  Merrill,  and  Scientific 
Monthly.  (2)  Darrell  Huff,  How  to  Lie  with  Statistics  (1954),  pp. 
74-75.  By  permission  of  the  publishers,  W.  W.  Norton  &  Company, 
Inc.  (3)  The  pamphlet  was  Jonathan  Swift’s. 

“I  wonder  if  he  saw  it  .  .  .”:  Roden  Noel,  "Early  Primrose,”  in 
Poems  (Canterbury  Poets  ed.),  p.  343. 

Exercise  15:  (2)  John  Dos  Passos,  Chosen  Country  (1951),  p.  485. 
(3)  Anonymous  lyric,  before  the  sixteenth  century.  (4)  Tennyson, 
The  Princess.  (5)  Sir  John  Suckling,  "Why  So  Pale  and  Wan?” 
(6)  Eliza  Cook,  "The  Welcome  Back.” 

Exercise  16:  H.  B.  Irving,  introduction  to  The  Trial  of  Mrs.  May- 
brick  (Notable  British  Trials  series,  1912). 

Exercise  17:  (1)  Trollope,  Barchester  Towers ,  Ch.  3.  (2)  Thack¬ 
eray,  Vanity  Fair,  Ch.  32. 

Exercise  18:  (1)  Robert  Penn  Warren,  World  Enough  and  Time. 
Random  House,  Inc.  Copyright  1950,  Robert  Penn  Warren.  (2) 
John  Galsworthy,  A  Man  of  Property.  Charles  Scribner’s  Sons.  (3) 
Dickens,  Bleak  House.  (4)  Theodore  Dreiser,  Sister  Carrie.  (5) 
Leo  Tolstoy,  Anna  Karenina  (Constance  Garnett  trans.).  (6) 
Graham  Greene,  Brighton  Rock  (1938). 

Exercise  20:  "To  His  Coy  Mistress,”  Marvell. 

Exercise  21:  (2)  Louis  Kronenberger,  Company  Manners  (1953), 
pp.  83-84.  Copyright  ©  1951,  1953,  1954,  used  by  special  permis¬ 
sion  of  the  publishers,  The  Bobbs-Merrill  Company,  Inc.  (3)  Tenny¬ 
son,  "O  Darling  Room.”  (4)  A.  C.  Coxe’s  review  of  The  Scarlet 
Letter  in  the  Church  Review ,  Jan.  1851;  reprinted  in  Albert  Mor- 
dell,  Notorious  Literary  Attacks  (1926),  pp.  128-129.  (5)  Elizabeth 
Barrett  Browning,  Sonnets  from  the  Portuguese,  43.  (6)  Philip 
Wylie,  Generation  of  Vipers  (1942),  p.  197.  (7)  Jonathan  Norton 
Leonard,  "Rocket  Shoot  at  White  Sands,”  Harper’s  Magazine, 
Sept.  1953.  (8)  William  Roughead,  The  Murderer’s  Companion 
(1941),  pp.  121-122.  (9)  Rachel  Carson,  The  Sea  Around  Us 
(1951),  p.  72.  (10)  Mark  Twain,  “A  Double-Barrelled  Detective 
Story.” 


INDEX 


advertising,  use  of  connotations  in,  18- 
23;  use  of  language  of  audience  in, 
69-70,  75-77;  abuses  of  logic  in,  153- 
154,  156-157,  163;  use  of  prose 
rhythm  in,  214-217 

allusions,  importance  of,  270-273; 
mythological,  273-274;  literary,  274- 
276;  historical,  276-277;  exercises, 
277-279 

analogy,  false,  160-161;  and  metaphor, 
244-245 

anticlimax,  202-204,  283 
assumptions,  unverifiable,  132-133 
audience,  adapting  diction  to,  19-20, 
65-77;  adapting  sentence-length  to, 
187-190;  adapting  prose  rhythm  to, 
213-216;  and  changing  standards  of 
style,  280-281 

authority  for  facts  and  opinions,  156- 
157,  171-176,  180-182 
“average,”  various  uses  of,  127-128 

balance,  210-211 
bathos,  203,  283 
begging  the  question,  146 
business,  jargon  of,  81-82;  euphemisms 
of,  96-97 

card  stacking,  163 
circumlocutions,  95-100 
cliches,  100-109;  in  newspaper  writing, 
109-110;  and  sentimentality,  291, 
293 

climax,  201-202.  See  also  anticlimax 
connotation,  defined,  4;  personal  and 
general,  7-10;  emotional  effect,  10-17; 
in  advertising,  18-23;  in  political  per¬ 
suasion,  23-33;  in  literature,  33-39; 
changes  in,  39-47;  clarified  by  con¬ 
text,  47-50;  of  sentence  length,  189- 
194;  of  prose  rhythm,  211-215;  of 


paragraph  structure,  223-227;  of  para¬ 
graph  length,  227-229;  and  meta¬ 
phors,  246-253;  and  symbols,  263- 
268;  and  allusions,  270-277 
context,  used  in  clarifying  meaning, 
47-50;  wrenching  from,  161-162 

date,  diction  as  clue  to,  58-59 
dead  wood,  79 
deductive  reasoning,  138-150 
denotation,  defined,  4;  changes  in,  41* 
42;  clarified  by  context,  47-50 
diction,  as  clue  to  author’s  occupation, 
etc.,  53-59;  as  clue  to  author’s  per¬ 
sonality  and  intention,  59-62;  adapted 
to  audience,  65-77;  deviations  from 
normal,  280-284;  286-287.  See  also 
cliches,  euphemisms,  jargon,  techni¬ 
cal  language 

difficult  language,  significance  of,  77-79. 
See  also  jargon,  technical  language 

education,  revealed  by  diction,  57-58 
either-or  assumption,  159-160 
euphemisms,  95-100 
evidence,  gathering  of,  123-129 

fallacious  reasoning,  see  deductive  rea¬ 
soning,  inductive  reasoning,  and  spe¬ 
cific  fallacies 

generalizations,  123-127,  158-159 
geographical  clues  of  diction,  56-57 
glittering  generality,  25-29 
gobbledygook,  85  n.  See  also  jargon 
government,  jargon  of,  81-82,  85 
grammar,  significance  of  faulty,  57-58 

history,  allusions  to,  276-277,  279 
humor,  see  anticlimax,  bathos,  irony, 
and  tone 

hypotheses,  129-132 
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imagery,  see  metaphors,  symbols 
implication,  see  connotation,  restraint 
inductive  reasoning,  122-138 
innuendo,  151-152 
irony,  284-286,  288-290 

jargon,  defined,  79;  wordiness,  79-81; 
big  words  and  stock  words,  81-82; 
overworked  nouns,  83-84;  overused 
passive,  84-85;  technical  language, 
85-90;  exercises,  90-95 

literature,  connotations  in,  33-39;  the 
subjective  element  in,  171;  allusions 
to,  274-276.  See  also  tone 

metaphors,  function  of,  244-246;  appro¬ 
priateness  of,  246-249;  consistency  of, 
249-250;  extended,  250-254;  and 
symbols,  261-262;  miscellaneous  ex¬ 
ercises,  254-261 

meter,  in  prose,  208;  in  verse,  236-239 
mud-slinging,  151-152 
mythology,  allusions  to,  273-274,  277- 
278 

name-calling,  25-29 
“newspaperese,”  109-113 
newspapers,  style  of,  109-113;  distortion 
of  news,  161-162,  167-168 

objectivity,  168-171,  176-179 
occupation,  revealed  by  diction,  57;  spe¬ 
cial  vocabularies  of,  85-90 
oversimplification,  157-160,  229 

paragraphs,  the  nature  of,  222-223; 
structure  of,  223-227,  229-232; 

length  of,  227-229;  exercises,  229- 
235 

parallelism,  210-211 
passive  voice,  overused,  84-85;  in  news¬ 
paper  writing,  110-111 
personality,  revealed  by  diction,  59-62; 
revealed  by  various  forms  of  jargon, 
77-85 

political  persuasion,  use  of  connotations 
in,  23-33;  use  of  language  of  audi¬ 
ence  in,  70-71;  abuses  of  logic  in, 
151,  152-153,  155-156,  158,  160- 
161;  and  columnists,  174 


popularizers,  173-174,  180 
post  hoc  ergo  propter  hoc  fallacy,  131- 
132 

prestige,  borrowing  of,  155-157,  192 
propaganda,  31.  See  also  advertising, 
political  persuasion 

quotations,  in  argumentation,  155-156; 
as  a  form  of  allusion,  275-276 

red-herring  technique,  152-153 
restraint,  294-298 
rhetorical  questions,  175-176 
rhythm,  in  prose,  207-222;  in  verse, 
235-242 

sentences,  the  nature  of,  186-187; 
length  of,  187-197;  arrangement  of, 
197-207;  periodic,  198-200;  loose, 
200-201;  climax  in,  201-202;  rhythm 
of,  207-222 

sentimentality,  290-294,  299-300 
slang,  58-59,  254-255 
smear  technique,  151-152 
social  sciences,  jargon  of,  87-89 
sound  of  language,  83-84,  207-210.  See 
also  rhythm 

sports  writers’  jargon,  111,  113 
statistical  evidence  in  induction,  125- 
129,  136-137 

“stream  of  consciousness,”  211-213 
subjectivity,  168-171,  176-179 
syllogisms,  138-150 
symbols,  261-270 

technical  language,  85-89 
testimonials,  155-156 
tone,  introduction  to,  243-244;  contri¬ 
butions,  of  metaphor  to,  244-261,  of 
symbols,  261-270,  of  allusions,  270- 
277,  of  “fine  writing,”  280-282,  of 
incongruous  language,  282-284;  irony, 
284-286;  sentimentality,  290-294;  re¬ 
straint,  294-298;  miscellaneous  exer¬ 
cises,  299-311 

transfer  technique,  153-157,  164,  192 
trite  language,  see  cliches. 

verse,  235-242 

wordiness,  79-81 
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